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SOME CALL HIM ‘Sauron’. Some call him ‘the 
Dark Lord’. Still others call him “that absolutely 
bloody terrifying massive flaming eye”. Well, 
arguably the most formidable villain in all of 
fiction (who else has world-corrupting powers 
and blingy jewellery?) has another name, and 
form — all the better with which to scam the 
gentle folk of Middle-earth into giving him what 
he wants. In the second season of The Lord Of 
The Rings: The Rings Of Power, the biggest show 
on the small screen, Sauron will adopt the guise 
of Annatar, a being who’s as persuasive as he is 
malevolent. And in this issue of Empire, we take 
a deep dive into his dastardly doings. 

On our two special lenticular newsstand 
covers, Charlie Vickers’ Sauron changes shape 
before your very eyes, while Morfydd Clark’s 
Galadriel, not to be outdone, switches from 
Elven serenity into battle mode. If you're a 
subscriber, meanwhile, you'll notice a horde of 
bone-chilling Barrow-wights floating towards 
you on your cover — the first glimpse anywhere 
of a previously-unseen-on-screen Tolkien terror. 

These characters (and creatures) are but 
a taste of the otherworldly sights that await us 
in Rings Of Power's return; fron[page 48] Dan 
Jolin goes on set to find out what exactly in the 
name of Tom Bombadil is going on. He may 
have come back with a strange glint in his eye 
and chanting, “Hail, Annatar!”, but in every 
other respect, his report is excellent journalism. 

We hope you enjoy all that, and the rest of 
the issue, which takes in a concert-set thriller, 
marauding beavers and even the legend that is 
June Squibb. And if you can make it, we’d love 
to see you at Picturehouse’s all-nighter event in 


central London on Saturday 20 July. For the first 
time, Empire is taking over a screen, from dusk 
*til dawn, to unleash some of our favourite 
movies, with a few fun surprises along the way. 
My choice: Peter Jackson’s horror-comedy 
thrill-ride The Frighteners, made just before he 
himself went off to Middle-earth. Altogether 
now: “When a man’s jawbone drops off, it’s time 
to reassess the situation...” 


Enjoy the issue. 


>) NICK DE SEMLYEN 


@nickdesemlyen 


SUBSCRIBER COVER 


This month’s exclusive 
subscriber cover by 
Einar Martinsen 
Created by the Senior 
Concept Artist at 
Amazon Studios and 
Creative Director of Einar 


Studios AS, our latest 
subs’ cover features 
specially created 
The Rings Of Power 
artwork. See more of 
Martinsen’s work at 
@einarmartinsenart. 
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“Daisy Ridley visited Empire HQ to talk 
Young Woman And The Sea for the 
podcast and was a delight, enduring 
my ridiculous questions about 
swimming, reminiscing about The 
Force Awakens, and discussing her 
litany of on-set injuries. | don’t know 
why | did that weird lean.” 


"Considering that I, an English-born 
woman, was asking an Irish rap-group 
to translate their native language 
lyrics, my chat with Kneecap about 
their political biopic could've gone 
badly. Thankfully they took the task in 
good humour — and now | know how 
to say ‘ketamine’ in Irish.” 


“To celebrate our special-edition 
Christopher Nolan issue (on sale until 
the end of August!), | headed to 
movie-lovers’ wonderland Propstore 
to take some snaps of the mag among 
their Nolan-related items — including 
Batman batarangs, Gotham 
newspapers and Joker cards from 
The Dark Knight.” 
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LETTER LETTER OF THE MONTH | THE MONTH 


As amere 85-year-old movie fan I can still 
remember the first movie I ever saw: Son Of Kong. 
This was in 1949, From then on I’ve been an 
addict, seeing double bills twice over. Pay once 
and stay until closing time, unless the usherette 
noticed you. I remember the 3D craze, the 
wonder of CinemaScope, the huge Cinerama 
Screen and every movie I’ve seen. I’m 40 miles 
away from a decent cinema with IMAX, but 
luckily I’m also in range of the only Cinerama 
screen in Europe so my moviegoing continues 
—with help from Empire, of course. 

TONY COOPER, VIA EMAIL 

So lovely to hear your memories, Tony. Please enjoy 
this Picturehouse membership on us — though they 
may not let you stay until closing time anymore... 


. Empire's star letter wins a Picturehouse 
ctu Membership, valid for one year at all 
>) Picturehouse Cinemas across the UK, 
Nourse including the flagship Picturehouse Central 
in London’s West End. The Membership 
comes pre-loaded with five free tickets, and gets you access to exclusive 
discounts on food, snacks and drinks. When you write to us, please include 
your full contact details so we can arrange delivery of your prize. 


PREVIOUSLY, IN EMPIRE... 


DECEMBER 1994 


ON THE SHARK B-MOVIE UNDER PARIS: 
| reckon if a shark invaded a land-based 
area, most people would probably do 
a good job of avoiding it. 

JAMIE MARMONT 


In January, | began using Letterboxd to track the 
films | watch and record my thoughts. Initially, 
| was using half-star ratings (e.g. 2.5), but it was 
too complicated to distinguish between scores. 
Now, I’ve switched to Empire’s star-rating system: 
it’s much easier to use! 
WILL POYSER, VIA EMAIL 
Here at Empire, we have never recognised the 
existence of fractions and we never will. Integer 
truthers, unite! 


Just bought the new @empiremagazine to 
celebrate my brilliant partner Rachel’s 
storyboarding on Beetlejuice Beetlejuice. 
A dream job. 
@DAVIDLEMON777 


The amount of low-level light required in UK 
cinema auditoriums continues to rise. Gone are 
the days you’d be in complete darkness, the only 
light from the projector. Sadly these ‘safety lights’ 
are dimming the screen and causing a distraction. 
CONNOR THURSTON, VIA EMAIL 
A disappointingly familiar problem. Cinema 
owners, can you shed some light? (Or not, as it were.) 


THE BIG QUESTION 


THIS MONTH WE ASKED: 
WHICH POLITICIAN FROM A FILM 
OR TV SHOW DO YOU WISH WAS 

RUNNING FOR OFFICE? 


Always Jed Bartlet 
[The West Wing]. 
For his jacket 
skills alone. 
@CHRISCHAPMANS1 


Harrison Ford in Air 
Force One — but 
only if he wins 
power through 
hand-to-hand 
combat with all 
of the current 
party leaders. 
@DAZ23 


Representative Jar 
Jar Binks any day! 
@DOMONICRILEY 


If Leslie Knope 
[Parks And 
Recreation] was in 
charge, all would 
be good. 
@ELLENSCHAARUP 


President Thomas 

‘Tug’ Benson [Hot 

Shots! Part Deux]. 
@THESCHOFY 


WATCH OUT FOR THE NEXT QUESTION VIA OUR 
X ACCOUNT. @EMPIREMAGAZINE 


0G 
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In 1994, with the World Wide Web 
then just five years old, a feature 
ran in issue #66 of Empire, 
introducing readers to the joys of 
“surfing the Internet”. We were 
breathless with the possibilities 
of this new technology: “It’s like 
having 30 million mates on the 
end of the phone!” 

Back then, film fans had fewer 
options available online. There 
was no IMDb yet — but there was, 
erm, the ‘Cardiff Movie Database’, 


its humble precursor 

(named after the university 
where its servers were 
based). There were also 
thriving newsgroup message 
boards like ‘rec.arts.movies. 
reviews’. Yet the potential for 
this new technology, we 
pondered, was not yet fully 
realised. “Further into the future,” 
we predicted, “you may be able to 
send and receive film clips, and 
not just talk about them.” Imagine! 
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The world’s best TV podcast 
just got better 


Now with a second episode every week 
¢ 
Even more insights into your favourite 
shows from the Empire team 


Subscribe 


@pilottvpod 
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ALL THE ESSENTIAL INTEL, FROM HOLLYWOOD AND BEYOND 


How to fake 


a pop star 


WORDS NICK DE SEMLYEN WITH 
ADDITIONAL REPORTING BY HANNAH 
EWENS AND JOHN NUGENT 


“SALUTE TO ME, I’m your American queen,” 
sang Taylor Swift once. She wasn’t kidding. 
Entire news articles have been devoted to her 
dazzling statistics: net worth of $1.1 billion, a five- 
continent tour that has become the first ever 

to earn $1 billion in ticket sales, 49 Top Ten hits. 
US newspaper chain Gannett has even hired its 
own Taylor-focused reporter. And then there’s 
the 2.3. magnitude earthquake that was triggered 
by over-excited Swifties in Seattle last year. It all 
makes Beatlemania look like a queue at the post 
office. Of course, Swift isn’t the only pop titan 
around: in 2024, names like Ariana Grande, Dua 
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Lipa and Charli XCX are also dominating 
headlines. Pop culture has become a literal term. 
It’s no surprise, then, that Hollywood is 

paying attention, with a string of movies that 
prominently feature stage-strutting singers. The 
makers of them have had to figure out exactly 
how to create a plausible music star. In the case 
of Saleka, who plays Lady Raven in M. Night 
Shyamalan’s upcoming stadium-set thriller 
Trap, it involved a personality adjustment: the 
“internal and shy” (in the words of her father, 
Shyamalan) R&B singer having to become “more 
outgoing and vivacious”. “If you talk to Saleka,” 
Shyamalan laughs, “she would probably say that 
I wrote Lady Raven to be the version of Saleka 

I want her to be.” The Lady Raven concert, 
which runs throughout the movie, ranges from 


a stripped-down piano balled called ‘Release’ to 
choreographed dance numbers. And director/ 
dad and star/ daughter worked together to create 
every move, every lyric, so confident in the 
results they released ‘Release’ online in June. 

In Trap, the music is in service of thrills, 
reflecting the tense action off-stage. In the recent 
The Idea Of You, on the other hand, it was to help 
spark a romance between a faux boy-band 
member, Hayes Campbell (Nicholas Galitzine), 
and a single mum, Solene (Anne Hathaway). The 
character of Hayes is heavily influenced by Harry 
Styles, so writer-director Michael Showalter 
called in an expert — Savan Kotecha, who has 
written songs for One Direction, Westlife and 
Backstreet Boys — to work on the tracks for 
Hayes’ group August Moon. Kotecha approached 
the task like he would for any of his real 
collaborators. “I was putting the same amount 
of love and care into each melody and lyric as 
I would writing for any boy band,” he explains. 
“Treally wanted them to compete with what was 
out in the marketplace.” 


= 


Above: 
Nicholas 
Galitzine 
(centre) as 
boy-band star 
Hayes in The 
Idea Of You. 
Left: Taylor 
Swift with 
singer/ 
songwriter Jack 
Antonoff. 


Kotecha used his insider knowledge to inject 
authenticity into the frothy premise. “I felt like 
the first time we hear them, it should be one 
of their early hits,” he says of August Moon’s 
acoustic song ‘I Got You’. When they appear at 
Coachella in the film, meanwhile, Kotecha 
imagined them as being on their third album. 
“They’ve got a little more control; the [lyrics are] 
more mature; it’s about the repercussions of 
falling for the traps of fame...” 

Even Francis Ford Coppola is getting into the 
pop-star game. Where both Trap and The Idea Of 
You aimed for realism in their depiction of pop 
stardom, the 85-year-old’s long-gestating sci-fi 
epic Megalopolis has taken a more satirical route. 
Former America’s Got Talent winner Grace 
VanderWaal plays Vesta Sweetwater in the film, 

a celibacy-advocating 23-year-old pretending to be 
a virginal teenager. The 20-year-old actor turned 
to her own personal experience to tap into the 
character, who switches between an older adult 


woman and an insecure young girl, depending on 
who is around. “I could do it because there was an 


—_. 


Taking centre stage: Saleka as stadium star 


Lady Raven in M. Night Shyamalan’s Trap. 


era of my life where I felt I was doing both,” she 
tells Empire. “I thought of when I was a child star 
and catered towards a similar crowd of Middle 
America conservatives — and I definitely felt this 
pressure to be a caricature of a bubbly girl.” 

Her role in the film is brief, but VanderWaal 
and Coppola spent months laying down the 
groundwork for the character, who is based on 
the virgin goddess of Vesta. “I thought it was very 
interesting that the goddess of virginity couldn’t 
have a body, she would have to be a flame, and 
nuns of the Roman times kept the flame of Vesta 
alive,” she describes. “It was inspiring that 
Francis turned that into this celibate pop star in 
this world of New York City.” 

Expect more actors to be picking up a mic 
and rocking a stadium soon. Including Anne 
Hathaway herself, who in David Lowery’s 
upcoming melodrama Mother Mary will play 
a fictional singer, belting out bangers specially 
written for the film by Jack Antonoff and Charli 
XCX. It seems that when it comes to pop stars, it 
really is a case of never stop never stopping. 
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Constructing an 
animal-loving android 


CHRIS SANDERS ON CRAFTING THE BIONIC STAR OF THE WILD ROBOT 3 woros sen wees 


FROM HOW TO Train Your Dragon to Lilo & Stitch, Chris 

Sanders’ animated characters are the stuff of legend. He even 

provided the voice for Stitch, the koala-like alien who became 

stranded on Earth and consequently impacted many a childhood. 

His latest directorial venture, The Wild Robot, follows a similarly 
shipwrecked outcast: ROZZUM unit 7134 — ‘Roz’ for short — 

a human-sized android assistant voiced by Lupita Nyong’o, 

who finds herself washed up on a remote island. Speaking 

with Empire, Sanders talks us through the latest ssannenrnree” 


addition to his island of misfit toys. ween ae 
“(aN 


_~ FISH-EYE FOCUS 


“lm a photography nut,” says Sanders. 

“| spend an extraordinary amount of time 
holding and looking at lenses; | watch YouTube 
videos on how lenses are made.” All of this 
informed Roz’s hyper-sensitive fish-eye-lens 
peepers, which provide digital records of what 
she’s witnessing while also providing her facial 
expressions. The director wanted them to 
look like “if you took one of her eyes out 
and lost it, you would have to pay about 
$250,000 to buy a replacement”. Cue 
complicated outer rings that rotate and 
add depth to the irises, making them 
seem more alive. 


VOCAL VITALITY =" ka 
Sanders had one major rule when it came to 
designing Roz. “I didn’t want her to have 

a mouth,” he confirms. “The only robot | would 
say that was very successful [with one] was 
the robot from The Iron Giant.” As a result, 
the voice had to do twice the work. 
Sound designer Randy Thom 
researched what computer-generated 
vocals sound like today, and Roz 
was given a human voice which 
changes over the course of the 
film. “At the beginning she 
sounds like a bolt that’s been 
very tightened,” Sanders 
says. As Roz becomes 
ingrained in her new habitat 
and develops a bond with 
goose Brightbill (Kit 

Connor), she “becomes 
much more free and 
emotional with the way 

she expresses herself”. 


MOTHER’S 
MENTALITY 


“TRoz] understands by 
definition what life is but 
she has not lived it,” 
Sanders says of the 
character at the 
beginning of the film. 
“She understands 
what swimming is 
about, but she’s 
never jumped in an 
ocean.” Her parental 
role is key to her 
transformation, as she 
y helps Brightbill — an underdeveloped 
’ orphan — learn how to fly so that 
ni he can migrate with the other geese. 
) As the film’s title suggests, the 
‘\ more she leans into motherhood, 
, the more she fuses with her 
environment, and her days as 
a simple helper-bot fade into 
the distance. 


ANALOGUE-STYLE 
ANIMATION 


Roz originated in Peter 
Brown’s bestselling 
children’s book of the 
same name, which 

charts her tumultuous 
relationship with the 
island’s native wildlife. The 
author’s description of Roz left 
some room to play for Sanders and 
his animation team. “She’s a humanoid 
and she has very clear proportions, 

but Peter’s style is to not overly 

describe surfaces,” he explains. And 

so for Roz, an analogue, hand-made 
look was the goal, in spite of the 
character being created by CGI. Sanders 
describes it as a “painterly style” 
influenced by Bambi and the films 
of Hayao Miyazaki. 


\ 
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LADY PARTS 


DAVID BOWIE 


ALVIN ROBINSON 


VIGGO MORTENSEN 


LORNE BALFE 


Channel 4, Getty Images, Signature Entertainment 


LISTEN NOW! HEAD TO THE EMPIRE SPOTIFY 
ACCOUNT TO HEAR ALL OF THE ABOVE 
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DIDI 


BEING A TEENAGER is scary. Now 
imagine being a teenager in 2008, when 
instant messaging and MySpace opened 
up brand-new ways to experience the 
highs and crushing lows of adolescence. 
It’s these platforms that create the 
anti-nostalgia minefield in Sean Wang’s 
debut feature Didi, a coming-of-age 
comedy-drama that follows Taiwanese- 
American 13-year-old Chris (Izaac 
Wang), whose difficulties with 
navigating identity are amplified 
tenfold by being online. 

“T wanted to show that you didn’t 
have to rely on people over-acting to 
show how emotional the internet can 
be,” the director tells Empire. Much of 
Didi plays out in tense silence, as Chris 
is devastated to discover that his best 
friend has taken him off his ‘top 8’ on 
MySpace (the social-media equivalent 
to being uninvited from a birthday 
party), or eagerly anticipates an AIM 
(AOL) message from a girl he fancies. 

The director constructs a life lived 
online that feels authentically (and 
painfully) straight from the late-2000s, 
from the classic interfaces to the cringe- 
worthy posts. “It wasn’t a gimmick, it 
was just baked into the DNA of the 
story,” Wang explains, adding that he 
scrolled through his old social-media 
accounts for research. “It did feel like 
the internet back then was a little bit 
more pure. I look back at my Facebook 
statuses from 2008 and it’s like, ‘Sean is 
hungry. It was truly an extension of 
what you were thinking.” 

In Didi, adolescence is a trial-and- 
error process of trying on personalities. 
If Chris isn’t pinching his older sister’s 
Paramore band T-shirts to impress 
friends, he’s scrolling through his 


"hd 
7 ’ seis 
—-A Biase 


TEENAGE CLICKS RIGHT 
THROUGH THE NIGHT 


FIRST WORD 


crush’s ‘likes’ on her profile to feign 
similar interests. 

Chris’ Asian identity isn’t central to 
his struggles, but Wang drew from his 
childhood anxieties of growing up in 
a diverse immigrant community to 
illustrate that complex sense of unease. 
“One thing I was really interested in 
exploring was what it feels like to be 
an outsider among outsiders,” Wang 
considers. “In a place where you feel 
like you should belong, you still don’t.” 

With an Oscar nomination under 
his belt (for documentary short 
Nati Nai & Wai Po) and two prizes from 
Sundance for Didi, Wang has already 
had quite the year. “My childhood 
friends are proud of me, but they were 
like, “We're so happy youre done with 
this movie because you can stop 
sending us screenshots [about it].” In 
your thirties, it seems, being online 
looks a whole lot different. IANA MURRAY 


DIDI |S IN CINEMAS FROM 2 AUGUST 
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BLINK TWICE 


WORDS BETH WEBB 


WHEN NAOMIACKIE first received the script 
for Zoé Kravitz’s directorial debut, at the time 
called ‘Pussy Island’, she had a strong gut 
reaction. “I was like, ‘Yessssssss! Fuck, yes!” she 
laughs, her head back. “It already gave the vibe 
that it wasn’t going to follow the rules.” 

She wasn’t wrong. The film — which has since 
been renamed Blink Twice — is set to be one of 
the year’s most audacious: a psychological thriller 
that follows Ackie’s headstrong cocktail waitress 
Frida as she charms her way onto a hedonistic 
getaway with tech mogul Slater King (Channing 
Tatum) and his inner circle. Amid major partying 
on Slater’s private island, Frida begins to realise 
that there are sinister undertones to the group. 
“Treally responded to that feeling of being a 
normal girl wanting more,” reflects Ackie. “Also 
getting involved in a world that feels so alien to 
your own. I’m from Walthamstow [in East 
London] and now I make films, and that can be 
areally weird mindfuck. I [resonated with] how 
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Party animals: 
Channing Tatum 
as Slater King 
and Naomi Ackie 
as Frida. 


that can change you and how much you want it, 
and how dangerous that can be.” 

Kravitz began writing a version of Blink 
Twice in 2017, but then along with co-writer 
E.T. Feigenbaum reshaped the story after the 
#MeToo movement launched off the back of 
Harvey Weinstein’s arrest. The finished film 
spotlights, as Ackie describes, “women and 
people everywhere who are subject to [the] wants 
and needs [of people] who think that they’re far 
more important than anyone else.” 


PEAKY BLINDERS MOVIE 


e 


BADLANDS 


Those familiar with Tatum’s affable screen 
presence may struggle to join the dots between 
his past roles and the seriously shady Slater. 
Ackie believes that this, along with the use of 
male co-stars like Christian Slater and The 
Sixth Sense’s Haley Joel Osment, is the film’s 
secret weapon. “Zoé was amazing at casting 
Channing and these other guys that we’ve 
known for years, that we trust and love and 
give us that sense of security,” she says. 

Filming took place in 2022 in Yucatan, 


MASTERS OF 
THE UNIVERSE 


~ 
9 
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Mexico. A lot of Blink Twice is a euphoric, non- 
stop rager, so the cast would spend weekends 
having pool parties of their own. This time shared 
together also served as a necessity, as the days 
shooting scenes in which Slater’s secrets are 
revealed were especially challenging. “I was very 
nervous because I didn’t want to misportray the 
horror of what can happen to people,” Ackie 
remembers. She and Kravitz had extensive 
conversations about Frida’s increasingly 
desperate situation. “[We wanted to] leave people 


Top to bottom: Slater enjoys a cocktail or two on his 
private island; Blink Twice — originally called Pussy Island 


— is Zoé Kravitz’s directorial debut. 
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feeling like they’ve seen something authentic,” 
Ackie says. “And that people pull away from 
this and go, ‘I understand more than anything 
how young people can find themselves in 
circumstances that they didn’t think all the way 
through’ Instead of blaming them, [we're] 
putting them in the mind of someone like us.” 

Blink Twice may be the first feature- 
filmmaking venture for Kravitz, but Ackie 
believes it’s been a long time coming. “She is and 
has always been a director to me, knowing her 
history now,” she believes. “She has honed it 
while being an actor, what she wanted out of 
directors and got from directors, and then has 
moved that into the director’s space herself.” 
Working together has taken Ackie to new places 
as a performer as well. “I saw the film a few 
weeks ago and I was like, ‘Holy crap! Okay, 
that’s really cool. I didn’t know I could do that.” 
As collaborations go, they don’t come more 
memorable than Ackie and her rule-breaking 
director. Fuck, yes, indeed. BETH WEBB 


Kristen Stewart is (space) 
suiting up to play Sally Ride, 
the first American woman to 
fly in space, in a new limited 

series based on Meredith 

E. Bagby’s The New Guys. 

Writer-showrunner Maggie 

Cohn (The Staircase) is 

heading up the project, 

which marks Stewart’s 
TV-starring debut. 


Getty Images 


Yahya Abdul-Mateen II is 
set to follow in Denzel 
Washington’s footsteps as 
ex-Marine John Creasy in a 
new eight-part series based 
on A.J. Quinnell’s revenge- 
thriller. Transformers: Rise Of 
The Beasts director Steven 
Caple Jr and Halo co-creator 
Kyle Killen are shepherding 
the adaptation. 


Emma Thompson and 
Hugh Jackman will head up 
Minions director Kyle Balda 

and writer Craig Mazin’s 
baa-rmy-sounding murder- 

mystery about sheep 
investigating their shepherd’s 
death. The ewedunnit is due 

out in February 2026. 
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Kurt Russell has landed 
the co-lead opposite 
Matthew McConaughey in 
Andrew Patterson’s buzzy 
sophomore feature. Plot 
details are hush-hush, but 
the film has been described 
as a character-focused 
crime-thriller set against 


a rural Oklahoman backdrop. 
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Natalie Portman and Emilia 
Clarke are ditching the MCU 
for the Roald Dahl Cinematic 
Universe and boarding Phil 
Johnston’s animated 
reimagining of the Roald 
Dahl classic. They’ll voice 
characters in the film, 
releasing 2025, opposite 
Johnny Vegas and Margo 
Martindale’s titular twosome. 


The 
Spotlight 


Isabela 
Merced 


THE ALIEN: ROMULUS STAR IS 
TAKING THE WORLD AND | 
BEYOND BY STORM . ' 


WORDS HAYLEY CAMPBELL 


SAM McGUIRE 


IT’S A QUESTION many of us have pondered 
in the middle of the night, but Isabela Merced 
has lived it: if you had to face a xenomorph or 
one of the infected from The Last Of Us, which 
would be worse? For Merced, who plays Dina 
in the second season of the show and stars in 
Alien: Romulus, it’s the infected. “[But] it 
depends what state, right?” she tells Empire, 
having thought about this extensively — Merced 
is a deep researcher about all of the projects 
she works on and played the whole game. 
“There’s the dumber ones, then there’s 
the Clickers, then in the game you have the 
Stalkers... But the Bloaters are ter-ri-fy-ing! 
Oh my God. My heart’s racing now just thinking 
about it!” 
In Alien: Romulus, Merced plays Kay, one of 
a group of space colonists who run into aliens on 
a derelict space station. She’s the youngest of the 
group, and Merced says she was inspired by 
Sigourney Weaver’s iconic performance — think 
“Ripley’s daughter”, she says; “It was definitely 
inspired by her spirit.” As a huge fan of the 
original films, she appreciates how loyal this Above and 
new one is — especially when it comes to right: Isabela 
the special effects. The team made use of Merced 
animatronics and old-school costuming, which photographed 
means when Merced’s character meets an alien, exclusively for 
the alien is in the room. Sometimes it was Empire in Los 
remote-controlled; sometimes it was a very Angeles, on 
tall person in an alien suit looming over the Friday 24 May, 
diminutive 5’ 1” Merced. “There was not a point 2024. Far right: 
where I was just used to it!” she says, laughing. Feeling the fear 
“Tt is just terrifying all around.” as space 
Right now, Merced is filming Superman, colonist Kay in 
playing Hawkgirl, a classic DC superhero Alien: Romulus. 
with wings who fights hand-to-hand combat, 
but in this reality Merced is flying through the 
air on a harness, trying not to panic. As for 
whether she can tell us anything about 
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BETWEEN 
SCENES 


OUR SPOTLIGHT 
STAR’S FAVOURITE 
STUFF 
aa 
THE TV 
SHOW 
THE OFFICE (US) 
“It’s my comfort 
show. You notice 
anew joke every 
time because it’s 
so clever. My 
whole YouTube 
‘recommended’ 


page is The Office.” 


THE ALBUM 
JESSICA PRATT — 
HERE IN 
THE PITCH 
“| have tickets to see 
her in June, so I’m 
trying to know all 
the lyrics before 
I go!” 


THE BOOK 
TORERA! 
MEMOIRS OF 
A BULLFIGHTER 
— CONCHITA 
CINTRON 
“She’s Peruvian and 
the introduction is 
by Orson Welles 
because he was 


friends with her. 


| have my version of 


Peru that I’ve known 
all my life, [but] 
| wish | could have 
seen the Lima that 
they were talking 
about in the book.” 


Superman, she says, “I can feel 
James Gunn’s eyes boring into the 
back of my head,” so we'll take that 
as ano, but she says she’s worked 
out how to wear the flying harness 
and breathe at the same time. She’s 
also loving the experience. “Honestly, 
inside I’m just a nerdy guy. I feel 
like that’s who I actually am. I’m 
geeking out every time I try on the 
supersuit! It’s just the coolest thing 
in the world to me.” 

It’s been a fast-paced rise to get 
to this place where she seems to 
be the go-to casting decision for 
big-budget blockbusters — including 
Madame Web and Transformers: 

The Last Knight in 2017, which she 
considers to be her big break despite 
starring in the Nickelodeon series 
100 Things To Do Before High School 
at the age of 13. “Transformers was a 
smooth transition into an adulthood 
career,” she says. Why is she so drawn 
to these huge projects? “I don’t 
know,” she says, “[But] every time 
Ido one, I get more comfortable with 
being myself in these intimidating 
spaces. It allows me to see myself as 
somebody in the future at a higher 
position than just an actor.” 

Her interest in acting developed 
when she was six years old and found 
Shirley Temple and Judy Garland 
movies — she loved how close the 
older films were to theatre, and she 
grew up as a musical-theatre kid who 
made her debut on Broadway at ten 
in Evita — but one day she would 
love to produce. “I really like 
control,” she laughs. “It’s a gift and 
acurse!” Apparently in the scheme 


of what’s more terrifying, being in charge of 
an entire film is way lower on the list than 
axenomorph or a Bloater. 
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Styling: Janelle Miller @ A-Frame Agency. Make-up: Lilly Keys @ A-Frame Agency using Armani Beauty. Hair: Eddie Cook @ A-Frame Agency using Bumble And Bumble and Color Wow. Nails: Thy Nyugen @ 
A-Frame Agency using KISS. Clothing, main shot: top: Commando; skirt: Kilian Kerner; boots: Le Silla; jacket: Gabriela Hurst; earrings: Burberry. Inset: top: Commando; white shirt: Sport Max; Earrings: Burberry 


A NEW BREED 
OF KILLING 
MACHINE 


IN A VIOLENT 
NATURE 


“WHAT IF GUS Van Sant directed 

a Friday The 13th sequel?” was Chris 
Nash’s elevator pitch for In A Violent 
Nature, the new slasher that has left 
audiences reeling and reportedly 
throwing up. The twist? The film is 
mostly set from Freddy Krueger’s 
point of view. Well, actually an undead, 
hook-wielding masked killer called 
Johnny (Ry Barrett). Here, Nash charts 
the rise of his unique debut. 


2020 
The wheels for In A Violent Nature 
began turning while Nash was working 
on Psycho Goreman. “[I] wanted to 
make the most straightforward slasher 
film that we’ve all seen a million times 
before,” he laughs, “[I] just wanted to 
see different parts of the story.” Nash is 
also a major Van Sant fan. “I wanted to 
see what would happen if we blended 
those two elements — that very 
grounded aesthetic style [of Van Sant] 
and the more outrageous horror 
tropes,” he reflects. “I realised a slasher 
film would probably be the best 
playground to work in for that.” 


2021 
Trust a prosthetics artist to 
come up with one of this 
year’s most inventive 
on-screen murders, 
which has earned the 
nickname ‘the pretzel 
kill’. Nash worked 
closely with 
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technician Steven Kostanski to make 
sure they were moving the needle: 
“Doing this, for as long as we have — 
especially Steve — it gets a little boring 
just doing another stab or slash effect. 
We always want to challenge ourselves.” 


2021 

Nash used the forest in his native 
Northern Ontario, Canada, as the film’s 
location, and folded it into Johnny’s 
mythology. “[He’s] birthed out of that 
environment, right down to his 
weapons and his look,” he explains. 
Cue a reanimated corpse in an antique 
firefighter’s hood. “I had seen that 
mask years earlier in, like, a ‘Creepy 
items of clothing from the past’ article 
online,” he recalls. 


2024 

Since its Sundance premiere in January, 
genre masters from Stephen King to 
Edgar Wright have been praising the 
horror, which has become a cult hit 
among audiences as well. Although 

the idea of making a sequel sends “an 
immediate wave of terror” through 

the filmmaker, he confirms that 
conversations are being had. “If we were 
to do something again it wouldn’t be 
exactly the same as this, but it would 
definitely have Johnny in it,” he teases. 
Time to sharpen that fishhook. 

ANNA BOGUTSKAYA 


IN A VIOLENT NATURE IS IN CINEMAS FROM 12 JULY 
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_ 
Petrolhead 


p ioners: Ben 
(Rieh: 

Roundtree) and 
Thelma (June 
Squibb). 


_ 


WORDS BETH WEBB 


NOT MANY 94-year-olds can confirm that they 
performed their own stunts for the starring role 
in an action movie. Yet here is June Squibb, in the 
wake of making Thelma, doing just that. “It didn’t 
occur to me that I couldn’t,” she tells Empire. 

To clarify, these are not the kinds of stunts 
that Mission: Impossible’s Ethan Hunt is pulling 
off, although he is a major motivator for Squibb’s 
character. Instead, Thelma’s mission involves 
hijacking a mobility scooter, ‘borrowing’ her 
friend’s firearm, and tracking down the phone 
scammers who swindled her out of $10,000. 

“T just felt that I knew who this woman was,” 
Squibb recalls from reading the script. For one, 
Thelma is 90, not that that slows her down. “She 
just has such grit and determination,” Squibb 
enthuses. “I feel if I had been in that situation 

I would’ve done the same thing.” 

Determined not to waste the opportunity 
of playing such a rare character, Squibb defied 
expectations when it came to the physical 
demands of the role. She flawlessly deployed 
what she calls “bed rolls” (a sideways body roll 
across a bed) to gasps from the crew. Andina 
scene involving a collision between two mobility 
scooters, she charged head-on into unsuspecting 
co-star Richard Roundtree, despite being advised 
to merely tap the side of him. “I loved the idea of 
the scooter,” she laughs. “I was good on a bicycle 
and I drove for years. So I thought, ‘Hey, this is 
something I understand and can do.” 

It’s the first major leading role for Squibb 
in a near 40-year career which has included 
everything from The Age Of Innocence to About 
Schmidt to Nebraska, and she’s found the 
response to Thelma overwhelming. The actor 
recalls the film’s premiere at Sundance this year 
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— her first time at the festival — where people 
queued around the block to get into a celebratory 
party for the movie. “I’ve had films that have been 
big successes and I’ve never had this,” she says. 
It’s also been a hit with women closer to Squibb’s 
age, as arecent screening proved. “They were 

all coming up afterwards [and] their eyes were 
shining,” she says. “One woman kept showing us 
how she [rode] her scooter.” 

One person who is yet to see the film, at least 
to Squibb’s knowledge, is Tom Cruise, who 
features briefly in it via a clip from Mission: 
Impossible — Fallout. “I should make sure he gets 
ascreening all of his own,” she chuckles. Like 
Thelma, she’s a fan. “Everybody’s going on about 
him being 60, but he’s in great shape,” she says. 


~~ ~~" a 4, 


Clockwise from top: Revenge is best served hot; A trio of 
Thelmas; Fred Hechinger as grandson Daniel. 


“My God, he keeps his body workable.” 

Squibb is hardly slowing down herself, with 
another starring role incoming for Scarlett 
Johansson’s directorial debut Eleanor The Great, 
in which she plays a woman who moves to New 
York City for a fresh start. “I had no idea there 
would be two scripts written for 90-year-olds 
that I would be asked to do. That’s kind of 
amazing,” she marvels. Well, they keep making 
roles for Cruise, and Squibb’s got 30 years on him. 
And can still do her own stunts to boot. 


NEW ANIMATION 


THERE’S NO FILM festival quite like Annecy. 
Based around a lake in the Alps, it’s famed for 
showcasing upcoming animation, big and small, 


at the stage before every event, and cries of, 
“Lapin!” whenever a rabbit appears on screen. 
With masterclasses from Henry Selick and Wes 


was more eclectic than ever. Empire visited and 
found out what most wowed the crowd. 


James Gunn’s upcoming animated series is 
a pulpy mash-up of classic Universal monster 
movies and a military action flick. Set in the 
aftermath of Peacemaker Season 1, the show 
follows an Amanda Waller-assembled black-ops 
team of misfits. Gunn — who wrote all seven 
episodes — appeared on screen to introduce the 
footage: a snappy fight between Rick Flag Sr 
(Frank Grillo) and Dr Phosphorus (Alan Tudyk) 
was full of sharp comedic timing. 


Lord Of The Rings anime film shown featured 


A DROID WITH 
A DIFFERENCE 


A WORLD OF PURE 


as well as its quirky rituals: paper planes thrown 


Anderson, and a few surprises, this year’s line-up 


Kicking off with a standing ovation for moderator 
Andy Serkis, the 20 minutes of Kenji Kamiyama’s 


a PS ‘ 
Here: The abe: 
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The Rings: The War 
Of The Rohitrim. 
Below: Getready for 
Spermageddon. 


Helm Hammerhand (Brian Cox) proving the 
legitimacy of his name by killing a man with one 
punch. Set 150 years before the original trilogy of 
films, this anime expands just one page from the 
books’ appendices into world-shaking conflict, 
and is told from the perspective of Hera (Gaia 
Wise), Hammerhand’s daughter. 


This dreamy CG animation proved to be the cat’s 
pyjamas at the festival, scooping four awards and 
stirring up Oscar rumours. The dialogue-less 
survival adventure from Latvian filmmaker Gints 
Zilbalodis follows a plucky feline who’s forced 
onto a boat with a motley crew (a capybara, 
secretary bird and lemur all feature) after a huge 
flood threatens mankind. “IfI could wish for the 
future of animation, these images would be its 
magnificent, breathtaking start,” Guillermo del 
Toro tweeted upon seeing early footage of the 
animal ensemble sailing through the film’s 
dazzling, water-logged vistas. 


DWAYNE JOHNSON’S 
BOUNTIFUL BONCE 
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“Cannonball Run but with sperm,” was the logline 
for this absurd Norwegian animated comedy- 
musical from co-director Tommy Wirkola, 
known best for Nazi zombie-horror Dead Snow. 
It worked, as the film, which follows two sperms’ 
fateful egg-bound journey, was a surprise festival 
hit, and after being snapped up by buyers is now 
set to reach screens the world over. Let’s hope it 
doesn’t arrive early. BETH WEBB, WITH ADDITIONAL 
REPORTING BY KAMBOLE CAMPBELL 
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The 


Terminator 
hits Tokyo 


THE CREATORS OF ANTHRO 


TERMINATOR ZERO ON 1908 UH ICONIC 
KILLING MACHINE IN A Ge DIRECTION 


WORDS TOM ELLEN 


FOR ALLITS hopping about through different 
periods of history, the Terminator franchise has 
never ventured very far geographically. Over 

six films and one TV show, the action has been 
largely confined to California and Texas. That 
all changes with Netflix’s new anime show, 
Terminator Zero. Set in Tokyo, on the eve of 
‘Judgment Day’ (29 August 1997 — the date the 
Skynet AI launches war against humans), the 
series also represents the first animated entry in 
the Terminator universe. Its creators reveal what 
we can expect from this wild new swing. 


Sarah and John Connor — the mother-son duo 

at the heart of the franchise — will not feature in 
Terminator Zero. Instead, action revolves around 
Japanese tech genius Malcolm Lee. “Malcolm 

is haunted by visions of Judgment Day,” says 
showrunner Mattson Tomlin. “He creates his 
own AI [to combat] Skynet — but if one AI is ‘bad’, 
how do you programme another to be ‘good’?” 
Alongside Malcolm is resistance fighter Eiko, 
sent back from the war-torn future to protect the 
scientist from — you guessed it — a time-travelling 
robot disguised as a human. “The model for Eiko 
was Kyle Reese [from 1984’s The Terminator],” 
reveals Tomlin. “Her motives are grey at first. 
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But she’s hiding something meaningful, and 
when it’s revealed, it will hit audiences like 
a fucking two-by-four.” 


Terminators, Tomlin points out, usually look 
“pretty cool — sunglasses, leather jacket, 
motorcycle”. For this show, however, the 
creators wanted to de-Fonzie-fy their killing 
machine, who is voiced by Timothy Olyphant. 
“T wanted to lean into that body-horror, serial- 
killer feel of the first film,” says the showrunner, 
“which was almost like Friday The 13th or 

A Nightmare On Elm Street.” The result? 

A Terminator that Tomlin nicknamed ‘Creepy 
Fish Man’. “He’s not handsome, he’s a little cross- 
eyed. Very spooky. Someone you do not want to 
meet down a dark alley.” Adds director Masashi 
Kudo: “The series also incorporates J-Horror 
[Japanese horror] elements. [We] focused on 
emphasising darkness and determining what to 


show and what to leave unseen.” Prepare for fear. 


Early in production, Tomlin wrote a scene where 
Eiko steals a gun from a car glovebox. He soon 
discovered that, in Japan, this was largely 
beyond even the realms of science-fiction. “My 


Japanese producers said it would never happen,” 
he laughs. “Japan’s not like America, with guns 
everywhere — if you want a gun there, you 

take 12 weeks, go to school, learn the laws...” 

And so, in a bid to expand beyond just gunplay, 
Tomlin found alternative ways to cause harm. 
The showrunner was keen to get creative. 

“We brainstormed weapons you could craft at 


a Home Depot,” he grins. “Turns out you can 
craft some dangerous shit...” 


Central to Malcolm’s arc is his relationship 
with his children — his conflict between 
protecting them and acting for the ‘greater 
good’. For Tomlin — born in Bucharest after 


linked to his biological parents: “The juice 
of [the show] is the bond between parents 


children as they grow up in the war. “I’ve 


he says. “Almost like The Godfather — about 
parents and kids and the things they do to 


can’t refuse. 


TERMINATOR ZERO |S ON NETFLIX FROM 29 AUGUST 


the Romanian revolution and then adopted by 
an American family — the narrative is deeply 


and kids, and the incredibly painful sacrifices 
people make for love.” Indeed, Tomlin already 
has plans for future seasons tracking Malcolm’s 


pitched a generational, cradle-to-grave thing,” 


each other.” Hopefully it'll be an offer Netflix 


CRUSADER 


IF THERE’S ANYONE who knows 
how malleable Batman is, it’s Bruce 
Timm. Having co-created Batman: 
The Animated Series in the 1990s, he is 
responsible for one of the most popular 
iterations of the character. And he’s set 
to reimagine the hero all over again 
with Caped Crusader, a series that has 
the Dark Knight tackling crime in 
1940s Gotham alongside some familiar 
faces, Selina Kyle’s Catwoman and 
Commissioner Jim Gordon among 
them. In other words, the show — which 
is executive-produced by J.J. Abrams 
and The Batman’s Matt Reeves — is 
the same but different, with a greener 
protagonist. “Batman is so early in his 
career that in the first episode, he’s 
still an urban myth,” Timm informs 
Empire. “It’s not ‘Year One’ [the title 
of a legendary Batman graphic novel by 
Frank Miller]. It’s more like ‘Week Two’.” 

Astill wet-behind-the-pointy- 
ears Batman offered the perfect 
opportunity for Timm to dive deeper 
into the psychology of his titular hero. 
While Gotham’s protector has always 
been dedicated, Caped Crusader takes 
it to new levels. 

“The slightly different take that 
we're doing on it is that at night, when 
he’s lying in bed reliving the murders 

[of his parents] again 
and again in his head, 
it’s so upsetting and so 
horrifying that the way he 
copes with it is he decides, 
right then and there, ‘’m 
going to declare war on 
crime,” Timm says. 
“And so literally 
from that point on, 
even though he’s 
eight, he’s kind of 
Batman already.” 
(To clarify, the 
character won’t be 
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ARISE, A NEW KNIGHT 


BATMAN: CAPED 


a pre-teen for the full show.) 

That enhanced single- 
mindnessness has a huge, fascinating 
impact on the series. Everyone in this 
Batman’s orbit is either a criminal or 
a tool to be used in his war on crime, 
including his beloved family butler. 
“He weaponises Alfred,” says Timm. 
“He’s not Batman’s surrogate father 
anymore. He’s a guy that’s going to 
enable him to fight crime. That’s how 
focused [Bruce] is. It’s a weird take on 
him. But it’s something I don’t think 
we've seen before.” 

It’s that strangeness that Timm 
sought to amplify at every turn. 

“T wanted to make him kind of weird, and 
spooky. If you’re stuck in a room with 
Batman, whether you're Commissioner 
Gordon or Barbara Gordon or Renee 
Montoya, you don’t feel comfortable. 
Youre kind of like, ‘What is this guy? 
What’s this all about?” 

Such an approach couldn’t be fully 
explored back in the 90s, when censors 
famously provided a list of nine things 
the show couldn’t do. But Timms 
believes viewers will welcome a battier 
Bats. “After all the Christian Bale 
movies, and especially after Matt’s 
movie, I think the world might be 
ready,” he says. The Dark Knight has 
returned, more peculiar than ever. 
AMON WARMANN 
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THE CREATOR OF AGATHA ALL ALONG ON UNLEASHING:A*CACKPEOrWiCHES ON-THE MEU 


WORDS BETH WEBB 


WHERE WANDAVISION WENT big on meta, 
Agatha All Along is going big on mischief. To 
gauge the tone of the new Marvel miniseries, 
which spotlights Kathryn Hahn’s dastardly 
witch (and Wanda’s nemesis) Agatha Harkness, 
you need only look at its title, which in true 
chaos-magic-style underwent four major 
changes (including ‘Agatha: Coven Of Chaos’ and 
‘Agatha: Darkhold Diaries’) before taking its true 


form. “We went really far with the ways in which 
she would mess with people,” laughs the show’s 
creator Jac Schaeffer, who confirms that reams 
of fake titles were concocted in the writers’ room. 
Schaeffer, who also served as creator for 
WandaVision, revelled in the chance to fully 
deploy witchcraft into the MCU via Agatha, who 
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was last seen imprisoned in suburbia sans 
powers by Elizabeth Olsen’s heartsick 
superhero. Taking the character back to square 
one gave Schaeffer the chance to work some 
vulnerability into Agatha’s otherwise power- 
hungry and meddlesome persona. “We certainly 
didn’t want a one-dimensional nasty witch,” 

she says. “We will have moments where we see 
Agatha’s true heart.” 

There’s still plenty of room for misbehaving, 
however, as this prickly protagonist’s quest to 
retrieve her powers leads her to “a disparate, 
mixed bag of witches”, as Schaeffer describes 
them. Played by the likes of Aubrey Plaza and 
Patti LuPone, these enchantresses hold 
different skill-sets, from divination to potions. 
“What they have in common is that they’re 
covenless witches,” Schaeffer summarises. 


“Witches are defined by deception, treachery, 
villainy and selfishness. What do you do when you 
have a group of witches who [demonstrate] those 
notions and you need them to work together?” 
Agatha will need all the help she can get, as 
she has some big shoes to fill after WandaVision’s 
game-changing storytelling. Similarly to its 
predecessor, Agatha All Along will be a pastiche. 
“[Where] WandaVision played with the form of 
classic TV sitcoms, [here] we do a lot of playing 
with what the assumptions about witches 
are,” Schaeffer explains. “Like, what are the 
shorthand visuals for witches?” She can neither 
confirm nor deny whether pointy hats make 
an appearance in the show, but does offer that 
your typical Halloween witch and her origins 
were a big part of the research process. 
Schaeffer also co-directs Agatha, and 
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promises that the show will go hard when 

it comes to visual ambition. “We applied 
different cinematic styles along the way,” she 
says, adding, “There’s a burden of spectacle 
in this corner of the MCU that we very much 
wanted to deliver.” 

Hahn’s character proved to be 
WandaVision’s stand-out, even earning her 
own villainous anthem, ‘Agatha All Along’. It 
would surely be a criminal act akin to killing 


off poor pup Sparky if there weren’t a sequel to 


the tune in the spin-off. “There will be songs,” 
Schaeffer promises, after confirming that 


Robert Lopez and Kristen Anderson-Lopez are 


back on songwriting duty. Things are about to 


get a whole lot more insidious. And perfidious. 


US author Andy Weir is best known for 
his sci-fi bestseller The Martian, which 
was brought to life by Ridley Scott and 
Drew Goddard in 2015. Weir’s 2021 
novel Project Hail Mary is now heading 
screenwards too, with Goddard 
returning as screenwriter, and occupies 
similar man-alone-in-space territory. The 
book focuses on an amnesiac astronaut 
who wakes up millions of miles from 
Earth, with two dead shipmates for 
company, and wonders — 
understandably — how the hell 
he got there. 


While The Martian’s hero spends much 
of his time faffing about with potatoes, 
things in Project Hail Mary get 
significantly more out-there. The novel’s 
protagonist, biology expert Ryland 
Grace (to be played by Ryan Gosling), 
has been bundled onto a research 
mission by icy space-agency chief Eva 
Stratt (Anatomy Of A Fall’s Sandra 
Hiller), with the help of a memory- 
wiping sedative. Marooned in the 40 
Eridani star system, Ryland encounters 
everything from microscopic, fuel-eating 
parasites to a five-legged, stone- 
skinned alien named Rocky, who 
communicates through music. Like we 
said: out-there. 


Directors Phil Lord and Chris Miller have 
been Weir fans for a while — they leapt 
aboard a planned adaptation of the 
author’s 2017 novel Artemis before the 
book was even published. That film 
never came to fruition, so the pair went 
off to conjure mind-melting multiversal 
mayhem on the Spider-Verse movies 
instead. But now they’re back in Weir 
World, helming Project Hail Mary, and 
backed by their Spider-Verse super- 
producer, Amy Pascal. 


Having unhinged jaws worldwide with 
his stunning work on Dune: Part Two, 
Australian cinematographer Greig Fraser 
is set to lens the film. Fraser’s run over 
the past few years has been incredible 
— both Dunes, The Batman, The 
Mandalorian — so it’s safe to assume 
that the Eridani system and its bizarre 
inhabitants will look spectacular. 


Weir’s novel is dedicated to The Beatles, 
and features four mini-spacecrafts 
named John, Paul, George and Ringo. 
Surely, then, the Fab Four will find their 
way onto the soundtrack somehow. 
‘Across The Universe’ over the credits, 
anyone? TOM ELLEN 
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Know your ‘Garda’ 
from your ‘guds’ 


KNEECAP 


WORDS HANNAH EWENS 


NOTORIOUS IRISH RAP group Kneecap’s core 
mission — as dramatised in their new self-titled 
biopic — is to save their native language from 
extinction. As a result, their lyrics are a chaotic 
mix of references to home, their intoxicated 
lifestyles, and sometimes, when there’s no 
Irish-language equivalent, some imaginative 
substitutes. “We invented certain drug 
references — for the ones we take, anyway,” 
Naoise ‘Méglai Bap’ O Caireallain tells Empire. 
“We recycled old Irish words that aren’t really 
used that much anymore and repurposed them, 
adding, “[It’s] very uncommon for people to be 
taking ketamine back in old Ireland.” Here, the 
Belfast-based trio break down some key phrases 
from their screenworthy songs. 


2 


JJ ‘DJ Provai’ 0 Dochartaigh: DLA is your 
Disability Living Allowance. 

Liam 6g ‘Mo Chara’ 6 Hannaidh: There’s 
a scene in the movie where we try to play up 


like we’re mentally unwell to get disability 
allowance; to get extra money from the 
government. 


0 Caireallain: A Provey is a member of the 
Provisional IRA, which in our community would 
be the scarier people who you wouldn’t want to 
piss off. In this instance, we’re saying we don’t 
care if your dad’s a Provey. The American 
equivalent would be a big mobster. 

6 Hannaidh: In the ’70s and’80s they came 

out to defend the community as a last act 

of resistance. 


6 Cairealldin: The Garda is the name of the 
police in Ireland. 

0 Hannaidh: It’s a worldwide thing, isn’t it? 

I don’t think anyone likes the police, unless 

you have police in your family circles. It’s not 
something you just get into on a whim. We don’t 
have the Garda up North because we're part of 
the United Kingdom, so are unfortunately still 


governed by rich Tories. [It’s] fucking mad that 
they have a say over what we do. 


6 Hannaidh: Guddys are just shoes — we say 
guds for short. New guds: happy days. 


6 Caireallain: The RUC was the police force 
in North Ireland. They were notoriously 
heavy-handed on Catholic communities, so 
they had to be disbanded. 

6 Hannaidh: For a fairer society we needed 
a police force that served both sides of the 
community [Catholic and Protestant]. 


6 Hannaidh: Tinky Winky is just fucking Tinky 
Winky from Teletubbies. I just wrote it because 
I thought it was funny at the time. 

6 Dochartaigh: Tinky Winky is notoriously 

a big caner. 

0 Hannaidh: Séamus Barra [0 Suilleabhain] is 
a poet from Ireland, a friend of ours, who is 
really clever and also raps in Irish, so we’re just 
giving him a shout-out there. 


KNEECAP IS IN CINEMAS FROM 23 AUGUST 
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YOU CELEBRATIN’ ME? 


DE NIRO CON 


IN NEW YORK this June, the streets were 
anything but mean. In fact, they were downright 
jolly, and all because of one event: De Niro Con. 
To celebrate the 80th birthday of Robert De Niro, 
the Tribeca Film Festival pulled out all the stops, 
throwing a three-day shindig that proved to be 
the greatest Bobby bacchanal since that 
Christmas party in GoodFellas. 

With multiple tiers of access — ranging from 
the Johnny Boy Day Pass at $150 to the Godfather 
Pass for $3,500 — there was something for every 
kind of De Niro fan. Live music? You could go 
to aconcert playing tunes inspired by the film 
Shark Tale. Food? There was a themed sandwich 
competition, advertised with a shot of De Niro 
chomping a sarnie in Copland. Additional 
entertainments included a career-spanning 
exhibition; a 15-minute, six-screen immersive 
film; a Meet The Parents polygraph test; and 


Og 


THE SANDY CHEEKS MOVIE 


(AUGUST) (TBC) 


a Raging Bull-themed boxing ring. Sadly, there 
was no opportunity to get thwacked by a baseball 
bat, The Untouchables-style, but there was a Cape 
Fear tattoo parlour — where, yes, you could get 
an actual Max Cady tat inked onto your skin 
(Hawaiian shirt, cigar and hair-trigger temper 
sold separately). 

It was all the brainchild of De Niro’s 
producing partner, Jane Rosenthal, who 
convinced the man himself, no fan of public 
appearances, to attend multiple Q&As, from 
anatter with Quentin Tarantino about his stoner 
character in Jackie Brown to a conversation with 
Martin Scorsese, moderated, somewhat bizarrely, 
by rapper Nas. Christopher Walken, Spike Lee, 
Billy Crystal, Uma Thurman and Whoopi 
Goldberg also showed up, while at a screening of 
Mean Streets, John Turturro and Steve Buscemi 
bought tickets and sat in the audience. 
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Did De Niro himself, a legendary introvert 
who usually shuns attention, enjoy all the 
hubbub? It was hard to tell from his brief 
answers and stoic squints. But when asked by 
Nas to reflect on his career, he considered and 
then answered, “I’ve done okay.” 

De Niro Con was 72 hours of proof, not that 
any was needed, that he’s done quite a lot more 
than that. NICK DE SEMLYEN 


SQUIRRELING ONTO THE BIG SCREEN 


SAVING BIKINI BOTTOM: 


THE SCURRY 


HIGH IN THE CLOUDS 


(2026) 
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a. 


A LEGENDARY COMIGMEE 


IT’S ABOUT TIME someone made a documentary 
about Frank Miller. The 67-year-old comic-book 
artist and writer is best known for Sin City and 
3800, and changed the face of superhero comics 
40 years ago with Batman: The Dark Knight 
Returns. His influence is all through superhero 
films today. With a new documentary covering 
his life and work, Empire caught up with him to 
find out what he still wants to see on screen. 


How do you think the young Frank Miller 
would have responded if a time traveller had 
told him that there would be a documentary 
called Frank Miller: American Genius? 

He would have said, “But of course!” (Laughs) No, 
Thonestly never thought there’d be such a thing 
until Silenn Thomas (the documentary’s director 
and producer on the movie adaptations of 300 
and Sin City: A Dame To Kill For) proposed it to 
me. Had anyone else put it to me, I don’t think 

I would have considered it. But my trust in her 
is absolute. I gave her carte blanche. It is 
comprehensive, sometimes mercilessly. 


You say in the documentary that when 
Robert Rodriguez initially approached 

you about a Sin City film adaptation, you 
were quite arrogant. Do you think you’ve 
mellowed, or are you just more trusting of 
the film process now? 

I know a lot more about it. When I first got 
involved in film it was as a hired hand. But 
probably the most thrilling thing about working 
in cinema is it offers an opportunity to deal with 
experts at everything. On a recent TV venture, 
the [Netflix] series Cursed, I wanted the heroine 
to be threatened with torture. So I asked them 
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to show me medieval torture devices, and was 
shocked the next day to have a whole table full of 
these ghastly, rusty implements of horror to go 
through! I love being around so many experts. 


How does it feel to see your influence in so 
many superhero movies today? 

It feels fine. My most important mentor, the 
cartoonist Neal Adams, said [something] that 
has stuck with me: “It’s funny how when people 
imitate you, the main thing they imitate is your 
mistakes. That’s how you can learn from them.” 


Matt Reeves has said that Batman: Year One 
was one of his touch-points when making 
The Batman. What did you think of the film? 
Iremember enjoying it. It was kind of like 

The Dark Knight meets Taxi Driver and I was 
surprised that they let it go that far. 
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Is there anything that superhero films could 
do better? 

I want to see some that are a bit smaller, that don’t 
have a cast of 500 superheroes bumping into each 
other. Maybe even do it for less than $100 million. 
When we were doing the Sin City movies, Robert 
Rodriguez always had his eye on the budget, 
looking for ways that were efficient. I think a lot of 
the ragged edge that those movies had came from 
the decisiveness and speed by which we worked. 


Is there a character that’s due their time on 
the screen that we haven’t seen yet? 

Are there any left?! (Laughs) I'd like to see more 
from the more independent camps — stuff that 
doesn’t involve Spandex. I would be fascinated to 
see what would happen if [Latin American comic 
series] Love & Rockets was adapted. Also I’d love 
to move more into animation — because there’s 
been enough that’s broken the door for animation 
not just being for little kids. In animation, we 
could celebrate drawing the way comics do. 


Getty Images, Mary Evans, Marco Vittur 
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KAREN GILLAN IS 
MADELINE CROWE 


DOUGLAS IS CANCELLED 


WORDS BETH WEBB 


Karen Gillan was first introduced to Douglas 
Is Cancelled when Steven Moffat, with whom 
she had worked on Doctor Who, sent her the 
script for a proposed stage play six years ago. 
When the play didn’t happen he pivoted to 

a TV show, and asked Gillan to star. “It felt 
really relevant all those years ago, but it feels 
even more relevant now,” she tells Empire about 
the story of Madeline, a popular TV presenter 
and her hapless co-host (Hugh Bonneville) 
whose career is threatened after he makes an 
ill-advised joke. Having known the character 
for so long, Gillan instantly began working on 
suppressing her “own nerdy, frantic energy” 
in order to portray this “cool-as-a-cucumber, 
unshakeable woman” on TV. 


Ina key flashback sequence, we see Madeline 
in her younger, pre-fame days, providing a key 
insight for Gillan. “There’s a nice contrast 
because when she was younger, she didn’t quite 
know how to dress,” Gillan observes. “She was 
more studenty, and not so ‘put together’.” And 


her present-day look? “It’s extreme,” laughs 
Gillan. “We all agreed she makes a fucking effort. 
This is not awoman who wakes up looking like 
that. She has set hair, and a perfect level of 
elegant but attractive-level clothing. Maybe 

a bit of a Kate [Middleton] sort of vibe.” 


The relationship between Madeline and Douglas 
is complex, but she seems to have the upper 
hand, literally grabbing his at key moments, and 
generally invading his space. At one point Gillan 
is practically sitting on Bonneville’s lap. “Yeah, 
that was really fun for me to play,” reflects Gillan. 
“Because I actually don’t think she’s naturally 

a tactile person. I think that is absolutely a sort 
of method of control she has developed and had 
to develop over her years in this environment. 
And it’s a way to get him to do what she wants 
him to do. It’s all a power play, I think.” 


While she didn’t base the role on any specific 
real-life female TV presenter, Gillan admits 
Susanna Reid from Good Morning Britain is 

her current favourite. “I think she’s absolutely 
brilliant. She’s always a level above everyone 
else.” But one TV event did directly feed into 
Gillan’s performance: the notorious Newsnight 
interview with Prince Andrew by Emily Maitlis, 
which Gillan re-watched, “just to see how 

to deliver those types of lines”. The main 
inspiration was... Maitlis’ stationery. “She has this 
pen and clipboard, so I decided to hold a pen the 
whole time,” says Gillan. Even her approach to 
using it, which involves much button-clicking, 
adds to her performance in a crucial scene. “I’m 
having some fun with that pen,” confirms Gillan. 
They do say it’s mightier than the sword. 


DOUGLAS IS CANCELLED IS ON ITV1 AND ITVX NOW 


HOLLYWOOD'S 
NEW LORDS OF 
THE RING 


ROCKY CAN TAKE a rest, as a spate of fresh 
films set inside a ring are limbering up. 
Borrowing from the great legacy of combat- 
sport films past, these upcoming biopics are set 
to explore the dark sides of the personalities, 
struggles, and addictions of the athletes therein. 
The recent first image from The Smashing 
Machine, for example, the first solo venture 
from Benny Safdie of Uncut Gems fame, shows 
Dwayne Johnson as legendary wrestler and 
mixed-martial-arts fighter Mark Kerr. It’s 
asharp turn from the family-friendly roles that 
Johnson has traditionally chosen (his next film 
will be Moana 2), and sees him don prosthetics for 
the film, which follows Kerr in 2000 at his UFC 
peak while he was simultaneously struggling 
with substance abuse. “I’m at a point in my 
career where I want to push myself in ways that 
I’ve not pushed myself in the past,” said Johnson 
of playing Kerr. “I’m at a point in my career 
where I want to make films that matter, that 
explore humanity and explore struggle [and] pain.” 
Ona similar mission, Sydney Sweeney 
recently announced that she will be starring as 
’90s fighter Christy Martin, one of the first 
major female boxers of modern times and 
known as the “female Rocky”. Directed by 
Animal Kingdom’s David Michdéd, Sweeney — 
who kickboxed as a teenager — will portray 
Martin throughout her groundbreaking career 
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Clockwise from main: Dwayne 
Johnson as Mark Kerr in The 
Smashing Machine; Zac Efron in 
The Iron Claw; Boxer Mildred Burke 
(left) in 1949; Sydney Sweeney. 


and tumultuous life as a closeted gay 
woman in an abusive marriage with 
her coach. “Christy’s story isn’t a light 
one; it’s physically and emotionally 
demanding. There’s a lot of weight 
to carry,” Sweeney told Deadline. 
“But I love challenging myself.” 
Sweeney’s attachment to the 
film also suggests there may be 
anew and female-oriented 
perspective on these most 
masculine of sports. Following in 
a similar vein is the upcoming biopic 
of lady wrestler Mildred Burke, 
a period film entitled Queen Of The 
Ring. Burke (to be played by Emily 
Bett Rickards in the film) reigned 
from the 1930s to the 1950s, facing 
a near-unthinkable amount of sexism 
in her rise to the top. 


These all follow last year’s 
The Iron Claw, which gave its 
buzzy cast, with Zac Efron 
at the epicentre, a chance to 
\ wrestle with a meaty emotional 
storyline as well as each 
| other. And there is a trove of 
other untapped personalities 
and controversies ready for 
the big-screen treatment. 
Whether it’s Vincent 
McMahon’s culture of 
corruption while overseeing 
the WWE or Naseem 
Hamed, the boxer who 
would enter the ring on 
a flying carpet, it’s likely 
there’s more cinematic 
mileage in these maulers 
yet. CHRISTINA NEWLAND 
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THE COMEDY ICON BARES 
HIS SCARS FOR OUR 
QUINTESSENTIAL QUIZ 


WORDS ALEX GODFREY 
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What one thing do you do better than 
anyone else you know? 

I drive backwards better than anyone I know. And 
T really do. I have a very long, winding driveway 
that I have to back down every morning and I’ve 
had a lot of my friends be like, “Of all the things 
you do, this is most impressive about you.” When 
we're filming movies and you have to reset the car, 
I’m very good at it. I’m a good driver in general, 
but I’m a particularly good backwards driver. 


Do you have an irrational fear? 

I really don’t like wet plastic. I don’t know if 
I’m afraid of it but I have a real aversion to wet 
plastics. A wet plastic bag to me is the grossest 
thing in the world. I will do a lot to avoid 
interacting with wet plastic. 


What’s the most disgusting thing you’ve 
ever eaten? 

I’ve eaten some pretty gross stuff over the years. 
I’ve found myself in situations where I’m eating 
a fermented jellyfish-type thing. That is not 

a flavour that agrees with me. I think it was in 
Korea, where I had some of the best food I’ve 
ever had in my life, and a few things that did not 
fit with my personal palate. 


How much is a pint of milk? 
It comes in quarts here. $5.50 probably. That’s 
my guess. 


When were you last naked outdoors? 
I take my dog out sometimes. I have a little 


patio, so probably yesterday I was naked 
outdoors, taking my dog out on the patio. 


Just you and your dog, both naked. 
Yep! As the Lord intended. 


What’s the worst smell in the world? 
Probably shit, if you really want to get down to 
it. I think on any given day anyone’s shit could 
be the worst smell in the world. 


Do you have any scars? 

Ihave a few scars, yeah. I have a little scar on my 
chin; my beard mostly covers it. I got it during the 
filming of Freaks And Geeks. There’s a scene where 
Jason Segel’s trying to play a song for Linda 
Cardellini, I take his guitar and smash it, and when 
Ismashed it, a huge piece of it hit me in the chin 
and cracked it open. And these were the days 
when, when that happened on set, they literally 
glued it shut, covered it in make-up and you kept 
filming! And then years later someone’s like, 
“This should have had stitches.” (Laughs) 


What film makes you cry? 

Anything with a dog getting sick. Anything with 
animals, any sick animal, dying animal, I don’t 
do well with that. I can see a lot of humans die 
and not care, but one animal and I’m done for. 


What poster did you have on your wall 

as a kid? 

Thad a Jean-Claude Van Damme poster right 
above my bed from Bloodsport, the image of him 
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kicking Bolo Yeung at the end of the film. I really 
liked Jean-Claude Van Damme. 


We did this interview with him a few 
months ago. 
Really? Did he have a poster of me above his bed? 


We should have asked... What song would 
you want played at your funeral? 
Probably ‘Bring Da Ruckus’ by Wu-Tang Clan. 
Get people bouncing. 


Who would play you in a movie? 
If I was lucky, probably Jonah [Hill]. 


He kind of did already [in Superbad]. 
Yeah, sorta, he did already, yes. So yeah, Jonah! 


When were you most starstruck? 

I did a movie [The Fabelmans] that Steven 
Spielberg directed and Id say every day, all day, 
I was incredibly starstruck. It’s not a normal 
experience to be around someone that you’ve 
grown up looking up to. 


What was your first pet? 

Thad a hamster. Named Aloysius. I named it 
that. And what’s sad is, I gave Aloysius a birthday 
even though it didn’t have one that I knew 
definitively, and then it died on its birthday. 
Sometimes I think I picked the day that it died. 
(Laughs) The odds of that are microscopic. 
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“OPEN CASTING TODAY 


ACTOR! 


Taking the X factor to the 
maxxx: Mia Goth as Maxine. 
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Top to bottom: 


Girls just want 
to have fun?; 
Bloody hell, it’s 
Kevin Bacon; 
Goth with 
Elizabeth 
Debicki. 


WATCH 
FIRST 


Ti West has cited 
1982’s Vice Squad 
as an influence. 
In it, Season Hubley 
plays Princess, 

a single mother 
and sex worker 
attempting to 
bring down 
a murderous pimp. 
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MAXXXINE 


THE FINAL CHAPTER FOR THE 
ULTIMATE FINAL GIRL 


KKK 


OUT 5 JULY / CERT 18/104 MINS 


DIRECTOR Ti West 

CAST Mia Goth, Elizabeth Debicki, Moses 
Sumney, Michelle Monaghan, Giancarlo 
Esposito, Kevin Bacon 


PLOT Hollywood, 1985. Porn star and massacre 
survivor Maxine Minx (Goth) gets a part in 
a horror film — and is stalked by a serial killer. 


IN TI WEST’S 1979-set slasher movie X, Mia 
Goth played would-be porn star Maxine and 
elderly killer Pearl. Spinning the film out into 
a triptych rather than a trilogy, the 1919-set 
Pearl was about the younger days of the 
murderess, while Maxxxine is set in 1985 and 
catches up with what the final girl of the Texas 
Porn Star Massacre did next in her life. Eventual 
binge-watchers will notice the way elements 
recur with variations across all three movies — 
something Maxine does at the climax mirrors 
what Pearl did in her film. 

In amoment of metatextuality which 
functions also as a scare scene, Maxine has 
her head coated with goo as a make-up artist 
makes an impression to be used to create 
a severed-head prop for a dream sequence. She 
is transformed by dripping white gunk into the 
ghost image of old Pearl, who actually told her 
she would end up looking like her. The fact that 
Mia Goth must have been through this process 
in real life to create the make-up mask which 
transformed her into Pearl in X adds a further 
layer to a film which is in some danger of 
becoming too clever by half, but consistently 
pulls back to deliver a cinematic coup or reveal 
another facet of determined protagonist 
Maxine. Goth’s not-exactly-admirable 
survivor-type is always centre-screen. 

X was ahomage to the grainy, gritty, 
sunstruck look shared by 1970s porn of the 
Deep Throat variety and the down-home horror- 
movies often made by the same film students 
at a different step in their careers. Pearl was 
a sumptuous candy-Technicolor recreation 
of the style of classic Hollywood melodramas, 
musicals and small-town nostalgia movies, 
with a lush, sweeping old orchestral score. It’s 
arisk to make a series where every instalment 
looks and sounds different, but West has been 


a master of evoking bygone styles since his 
homage to 1970s TV movies, The House Of 
The Devil. 

In Maxxxine, the series moves away from 
the made-in-New Zealand Texas farmhouse 
with adjacent alligator lake of the first two 
pictures into a 1980s Hollywood which is at 
once scuzzy and vibrant. With perfect needle 
drops — Frankie Goes To Hollywood’s ‘Welcome 
To The Pleasuredome’, Kim Carnes’ ‘Bette 
Davis Eyes’ — and an array of authentic 
costumes and hairdos, this inhabits video-rental 
space with Abel Ferrara’s Fear City, Brian De 
Palma’s Body Double, William Friedkin’s To 
Live And Die In L.A. — not to mention a whole 
lot of non-auteurist exploitation pictures 
like the teenage-hooker classic Angel trilogy, 
the cult-of-killers cop flick Cobra and the 
extraordinary mad-movie-buff film Fade To 
Black. Maxxxine revisits the Hollywood 
locations of some of these VHS gems and is 
packed with film Easter eggs: an early alleyway 
threat comes from a stalker dressed as Buster 
Keaton, and a key backlot chase scene has Mia 
Goth chased by Kevin Bacon through the Bates 
Mansion created for Psycho II. 

X and Pearl both take their time getting to 
the very gory horrors — that house fag¢ade isn’t 
the first reference to crime story-turned-gothic 
Psycho in the series. Maxxxine is more upfront 
and ’80s about things, with a simmering air of 
menace and regular atrocities as Maxine sticks 
to her plan of getting out of adult movies into 
mainstream cinema, despite bodies dropping all 
around and a sinister figure out to coerce her 
into appearing in yet another type of film with 
an even more twisted agenda. 

Like Quentin Tarantino in Once Upon 
A Time In Hollywood, West creates a visual 
and aural collage of Tinseltown at a specific 
time — when moralists targeted heavy-metal 
music and franchise horror sequels as the 
tools of Satan. It was established in X that 
Maxine was the runaway daughter of a television 
evangelist and that trauma involving the church 
prepared her to hog the limelight at any cost, 
but also to fight back against violent attacks. 

A serial killer is stalking her, but the threat 
escalates so that it seems a whole cult has 
been deployed — with robes and camera 
equipment — to make a martyr out of Maxine 
Minx. Some twists are well foreshadowed, but 
there are still plenty of eye-popping surprises. 
KIM NEWMAN 


VERDICT Capping an unusual trilogy, 
Maxxxine is an intense woman-fights-back 
thriller. Mia Goth’s Maxine is what you’d get if 
the Robert De Niro and Jodie Foster of Taxi 
Driver were fused in the telepod from The Fly. 
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INSIDE OUT 2 


ONCE MORE WITH FEELINGS 


KKK 


OUT NOW / CERT U/96 MINS 


OF ALL THE Pixar films to follow up, Inside Out 
seems the most risky. While the ending of the 
first gave a clear signal of where the general plot 
could go, with a pre-teen Riley (now voiced by 
Kensington Tallman) on the edge of puberty, aka 
emotional Armageddon, you had to wonder what 
would be the point? The original so brilliantly, 
with the lightest of touches, dug into the 
foundations of the human brain that it seemed to 
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KILLER 
QUOTE 


leave any sequel with little to do but 
retread. Once you've flicked so far into 
Psychology 101 that you're making gags 
about abstract thought, where else 

do you go? 

Inside Out 2’s answer is not to try 
to outsmart its predecessor but to 
continue and mature its emotional 
journey. That’s immediately evident 
in its choice to begin on the already laid 
narrative path, rather than reroute for the 
sake of originality. 

Riley is now 13 and about to start high 
school. Puberty has struck and brought with 
it new, more complicated emotions: Anxiety 
(Maya Hawke), Envy (Ayo Edebiri), Ennui 
(Adele Exarchopoulos) and Embarrassment 
(Paul Walter Hauser). When Riley is faced with 
choosing between her old friends and a potential 
life with the cool crowd, her childhood emotions 
are cast into the wilderness as Anxiety leads her 
team in trying to shape a new Riley who’s armed 
for high-school life. 

If the story of Inside Out was about learning 
to accept all of our emotions, Inside Out 2 is 
about learning how and when to control them. 
It’s once more a pun-laden trip through Riley’s 
mind, as Joy (Amy Poehler) and friends traverse 
sar-chasms and get locked away with dark 


JOY 


ag 
“Jiminy 


mother-loving 


toaster strudel!” 


(AMY POEHLER) 


secrets (as funny, silly and ingenious 
ascene as anything in the original) 

in a quest to reach the back of her 

mind and rescue the true nature she’s 
suppressing. New director Kelsey 
Mann, working from a script by Inside 
Out writer Meg LeFauve and Dave Holstein, 
keeps it tonally of a piece with Pete Docter’s 
work, moving quickly through the jokes, trusting 
the audience’s intelligence, and never preening 
over his own cleverness. 

If most of the new characters are a bit thin, 
they are used for some first-rate visual comedy, 
especially Embarrassment, ever desperate to 
hide despite his large size. Beautifully shaped, 
though, is Anxiety, a misguided not-quite-villain 
who worries herself into disaster. She, just as 
much as Joy, is the heart of this more than 
worthy sequel, about the bits of ourselves we 
can make better and the parts we just have to 
learn to accept. OLLY RICHARDS 


VERDICT 


UNICORNS 

kkk 

OUT 5 JULY / CERT 15 / 120 MINS 

DIRECTORS James Floyd, Sally El Hosaini 
CAST Ben Hardy, Jason Patel, Hannah 
Onslow, Nisha Nayar 


Star-crossed lovers are always ripe for the big 
screen, a fact understood well by filmmakers 
James Floyd and Sally El Hosaini with the 
vibrant if familiar Unicorns. The lovers here 
are single dad Luke (Ben Hardy) and drag 
queen Aysha (Jason Patel). Eyes lock across 
a dance floor, before Luke notices Aysha’s 
Adam’s apple and things get complicated. 
The film explores self-expression and the 
definition of family protection carefully, 
looking at what it means to shelter your 
children from harm across every age and 
circumstance. But the romance retreads old 
ground in the pair’s dynamic. Patel comes 
alive in moments of romantic ecstasy, 

but Luke and Aysha together are more 
compelling than the sum of their parts. EK 


FEDERER: TWELVE FINAL DAYS 
kkk 

OUT NOW (PRIME VIDEO) / CERT 16+ / 100 MINS 
DIRECTORS Asif Kapadia, Joe Sabia 
PARTICIPANTS Roger Federer, Rafael Nadal, 
Novak Djokovic 


The latest documentary from Asif Kapadia 
(co-directing with Joe Sabia) takes a far less 
tragic tale than those of Senna and Amy, 
shadowing Roger Federer from the eve 

of announcing his retirement to his final 
moment on court just 12 days later. Despite 
contributions from peers (Rafael Nadal, Novak 
Djokovic), family, pundits and fans, spliced 
with archive clips and contemporary footage, 
inevitably Federer can’t hit the dramatic 
heights of those earlier works. Still, the film 
does go some way to communicating the 
difficult feelings — warning: there are many, 
many tears — the goofily affable Roger 
suffers as he hangs up his racquet for 

good. A suitably respectful if not especially 
revelatory tribute to a true sporting legend. LM 


Not all heroes wear 
capes: Nadine Mills 
as Sabrina. Below: 
Things get grave in 
South London. 


SUPACELL 


IS IT A BIRD? IS IT A PLANE? 
NO, IT’S RAPMAN! 


KKK 


OUT NOW (NETFLIX) / EPISODES VIEWED 6 OF 6 


SHOWRUNNER Rapman 
CAST Tosin Cole, Sabrina Mills, Josh Tedeku, Eric 
Kofi-Abrefa, Adelayo Adedayo, Calvin Demba 


PLOT As a disparate group of young people 
develop superpowers, one of them desperately 
attempts to find and unite them. 


SUPACELL SCENES OCCUR, as perhaps 
all scenes should, outside Bargain Booze 
and Wimpy. You can practically smell the 
knickerbocker glories. Set and shot in 
South London, with a predominantly Black 
cast, the action takes place on the estates, 
on the streets and in the clubs, in Peckham, 
Lewisham, Brixton, Camberwell. It’s genuinely 
homegrown, a tribute to creator and writer 
Rapman’s roots and life experience, and you 
feel that in practically every shot. It’s an 
unfiltered vision, a defibrillator of a show 
helping to bring an increasingly spluttering 
genre back to life. 

When he named himself Rapman years ago, 
it’s unlikely that musician/filmmaker Andrew 
Onwubolu was prophesying Supacell, but here 
he is, following up his 2019 breakout postcode- 
war drama Blue Story with a show featuring 
people who can hurl cars, manipulate time 
and run at the speed of light. They all develop 
their superpowers at the same time, and find 
themselves variously scared, confused and 
excited. Michael (Tosin Cole), who discovers 
a devastating revelation when he’s flung into the 
future (it says something about Supacell when 
aregular guy can tell his girlfriend, “I went to 
the future,” and pull it off), is the closest the 
show comes to having a hero, as he desperately 
attempts to find and bind these people and avert 
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disaster. He has a much bigger struggle than 
Nick Fury ever did. 

Rapman does formidable plate-spinning 
throughout, connecting the characters here and 
there just organically enough to make crossover 
strands and incidents feel uncontrived. And 
because these feel like real people living real 
lives, the show has a sense of proper danger to 
it. Even without the genre conceit, these are 
people you very quickly invest in, regardless 
of morality. 

As Blue Story illustrated, Rapman has 
a natural ear for language, the rhythms of 
conversation, and the interactions here — 
especially the multiple moments of extreme 
violence, often involving knives — hit home. 
The show feels consistently unpredictable, 
with much at stake, and everyone at risk. 

Supacell’s only weakness is the sub-Stranger 
Things strand framing it all, explaining why 
all of this is happening. It’s a strong idea, but 
is populated by under-developed bad guys 
saddled with bad-guy dialogue. This, though, 
is overshadowed by the show’s pulsating 
vitality and urgency; it frequently gets the 
blood pumping. Throughout, Supacell has you 
realising that superhero fatigue is due to quality, 
not quantity. “Got tickets for that new Marvel 
movie you wanted to see,” one character says to 
his son. “4D, moving chairs and that.” Such glitz 
seems a world away from this — the vision of one 
man, with a precise and personal perspective. 
And that’s priceless. ALEX GODFREY 


VERDICT /Inatelevisual sea of white 
noise, this is propulsive, compulsive viewing. 
You thought superheroes had had their day? 
Rapman to the rescue. 
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Unparalleled access to “~ 
his game-changing movies 
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EMPIRE 


FEATURING A MAJOR NEW INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTOR HIMSELF, 
PLUS IN-DEPTH CELEBRATIONS OF EACH OF HIS FILMS 
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Here: Joseph Quinn and 
Lupita Nyong’o try to 
eep the cat in the bag. 

: Djimon Hounsou 


with Nyong’o. 
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OUT JULY 19 / CERT TBC / 125 MINS 
DIRECTOR Toby L 

PARTICIPANTS Damon Albarn, Alex James, 
Dave Rowntree, Graham Coxon 


Best known for era-defining ’90s hits 
including ‘Parklife’ and ‘Girls & Boys’, Blur 
reunited in 2023 to make The Ballad Of 
Darren. Blur: To The End offers an intimate 
portrait of the quartet as they record, 
rehearse and perform — first on a short 
warm-up tour in small British towns 
including Colchester, where frontman Damon 
Albarn and guitarist Graham Coxon met at 
school, then at a pair of triumphant Wembley 
Stadium gigs. The exhausted band are most 
energised playing live but maintain their good 
humour elsewhere. Out front and backstage, 
this illuminating if not quite revelatory 
documentary shows a vulnerable, exhausted 
Blur and the band at their best. Interesting 
to casual fans, essential for devotees. LT 


OUT JULY 9 / CERT 12A/ 108 MINS. 
DIRECTOR Mike Cheslik 

cast Ryland Brickson Cole Tews, Olivia 
Graves, Wes Tank, hundreds of beavers 


If you predicted that one of the most 
entertaining films of the summer would be 
a deranged $150,000 comedy about a man 
battling beavers in the frozen north, then 
congratulations, you are more prescient 
than us. Essentially The Revenant meets 
The Road Runner, it’s more or less 
indescribable, but if you tune into its 
wacky wavelength you’ll be tickled silly 

by its relentless sight gags, video-game 
sound-effects and pure energy (think early 
Sam Raimi or Peter Jackson). A hit at film 
festivals, where people have dressed up in 
beaver-suits for the occasion, it’s one to see 
with a crowd if you can. If you view it solo, 
we recommend beer — or applejack cider. 
Either way, ig-gnaw it at your peril. NDS 


A QUIET PLACE: 
DAY ONE 


SSSSSH! LET’S GO BACK TO THE 
BEGINNING... 


Kk kk 


OUT NOW / CERT 15 / 99 MINS 


BEYOND ITS HOOKY nobody-make-a-sound 
premise (Watch that nail! Stay outta the grain 
silo! Youre really giving birth in that bathtub?)), 
it’s easy to forget: A Quiet Place was so effective 
because it really made you care for the Abbott 
family. Since John Krasinski and Emily Blunt’s 
grieving parents were the original’s beating heart, 
spin-off A Quiet Place: Day One — dialling back 
to humanity’s first contact with the audibly 
enhanced aliens — has gaping holes to fill, not 
only side-stepping the evocative post-collapse 
setting of the first film and 2021’s Part IT, but 
eschewing the Abbott clan too. 

Into that void, writer-director Michael 
Sarnoski — previously behind Pig, taking over the 
reins from Krasinski — presents a new pair of 
protagonists who you'll deeply connect with over 
the course of a terrible, horrible, no good, very 
bad day in New York City. It’s a tantalising setting 
for an A Quiet Place movie — as the opening text 
tells us, the daily hubbub of the Big Apple elicits 
“the volume of a constant scream”. Lupita 
Nyong’o is perfectly cast as central figure Sam; 
Jordan Peele’s Us already proved that her 
wide-eyed gaze was tailor-made for horror. We 
immediately learn that Sam is a terminal-cancer 


patient — a development which offers real 
thematic meat to chew on. As such, Day One is 
about how facing the end of your own life is, in 
away, to face the end of the world itself. 

With her days numbered, Sam’s motivations 
are distinctly different to the usual survival- 
movie fare — and her journey through the city 
leads her to Eric (Stranger Things 4 breakout 
Joseph Quinn), a Brit similarly adrift in the urban 
apocalypse. Quinn exudes endearing sadsack 
energy without becoming drippy; Eric’s evolving 
chemistry with Sam runs deep. The film’s best 
scene sees the pair reading poetry, waiting for 
thunder to rumble so they can scream their 
anguish to the heavens. In another life, these 
two might have enjoyed a Before Sunrise-esque 
connection. That they never will becomes 
increasingly gutting. 

Less engaging are the alien-attack sequences: 
though they are solidly constructed and still 
tense, the Quiet Place formula — quiet-quiet- 
NOISE-run! — feels increasingly well-trodden. 
While NYC is a great end-of-days playground (the 
initial attack recalls Spielberg’s War Of The 
Worlds), the set-pieces don’t offer much new. 

But for all the familiarity (a conclusive ‘Part 
II? should really be the end), Sam and Eric’s story 
is unexpectedly moving. In Sarnoski’s hands, Day 
One becomes an intimate character drama that 
also happens to be an A Quiet Place movie — 
further proof that, in this cinematic world, the 
only body part more vital than ears is a heart. 

BEN TRAVIS 


VERDICT 


eee 
AUGUST 2024 EMPIRE 37 


Let there be light: 


Lee Jung-jae as Jedi 
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TV 


THE ACOLYTE 


A MUCH LONGER TIME AGO, IN 
A GALAXY FAR, FAR AWAY 


Kk 


OUT NOW (DISNEY+) / EPISODES WATCHED 4 OF 8 


SHOWRUNNER Leslye Headland 
cast Amandla Stenberg, Carrie-Anne Moss, Lee 
Jung-jae, Dafne Keen, Jodie Turner-Smith 


PLOT Force sensitive Mae (Stenberg) is on a 
mission of revenge. Her targets are four people 
with one key thing in common: they’re Jedi. 


A GIRL WALKS into a bar — stop us if you’ve 
heard this one. Picking her way through tables 
crowded with a menagerie of alien patrons, 

she squares up to a figure in Jedi robes. The 
resulting fracas is something you definitely 
won't be familiar with — at least not from 

Star Wars. A whirlwind of wuxia-inspired fists 
and feet, the series prologue has the flavour of 
Hong Kong action cinema, but with a distinctly 
Star Wars twist — punches and parries 
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augmented with unseen power. It’s an arresting 
display of precision-choreographed Force-fu 
that unfolds (almost) without either party 
reaching for a lightsaber. As openers go, this 
seizes you by the throat like a Force choke 
—aclear statement of intent from showrunner 
Leslye Headland. 

The Russian Doll creator reportedly 
pitched The Acolyte as “Frozen meets Kill Bill’, 
and the influence of the latter can be felt 
from the off, the series’ opening brawl owing no 
small debt to Tarantino’s House Of Blue Leaves. 
Here, masked Force assassin Mae (Amandla 
Stenberg) is on her own roaring rampage of 
revenge, hunting down a select group of Jedi 
with a mind to making them Force ghosts 
before their time. Such murky motivation 
makes for an unusual entry point, and while 
several of the other Star Wars shows have 
trailed a finger in the same morally ambiguous 
waters, it’s unsettling to have a protagonist 
who’s so openly homicidal. Her prey, on the 
other hand, make for more traditional Star Wars 
fare, except that these Jedi hold their heads 
a fraction higher than most, their tone a little 
haughtier — both side effects of the series’ 
atypical setting. 

The Acolyte unfolds a full century before 
The Phantom Menace, playing out during the 


KEEP ‘EM 
PEELED 


twilight of the High Republic era, 
with the Jedi at the height of their 


The scavenger 


seen at the end of 


power. From hard-eyed Masters 
Indara (Carrie-Anne Moss) and Sol 
(Squid Game’s Lee Jung-jae), to 
Force Wookiee Kelnacca (Joonas 
Suotamo), Jedi jobsworth Yord 


Episode 2 may be 
familiar: he is the 
British rapper, 
spoken-word poet 


and podcaster 


(Russian Doll’s Charlie Barnett) and Scroobius Pip. 
eye-rolling Padawan Jecki (Dafne 

Keen), the now golden-robed 

ascetics have a distinct edge to them, betraying 

a darker side (not that dark side) to the 

guardians of peace and justice than we’re 

accustomed to. Of all the things that set the 

High Republic apart from other Star Wars eras, 

the most striking is that so many of the Jedi are 
absolute tools. 

While the glossiness of the new era takes 
some getting used to, the livery remains 
distinctly Star Wars: Trade Federation 
stalwarts the Neimoidians make a return 
(now thankfully divested of their problematic 
accents), anew merchandise line is 
introduced with Pip the pocket droid (a cross 
between a tricorder and a lunch box), and 
we're brought inside a coven of Force Witches 
reminiscent of the Dathomiri Nightsisters last 
seen in Ahsoka. All of which contribute to an 
environment that, while decidedly new, still 


feels very familiar. Which is unfortunately part 
of the problem. 

There’s no getting around the fact that 
2022’s Andor set off a thermal detonator in 
the Star Wars TV universe. Where once the 
simple existence of small-screen Jedi antics 
might have been enough to prompt excited 
cries of ‘yub-nub’, now even the clash of 
multi-hued lightsabers rings slightly hollow 
when compared to the character depth, 
emotional resonance and thematic weight 
of Cassian’s saga. Despite its impressive 
action chops and centring of a cowled killer, 
The Acolyte can’t help but feel slight and 
unambitious by comparison. Even stood 
against more direct peers in The Mandalorian 
and Ahsoka, the characters here are thinly 
drawn, often weighed down by overly functional 
dialogue. And while The Acolyte is presented 
as amystery, the various questions it poses 
never get under your skin as much as you'd 
like them to. 

Practical sets and location shoots are 
a welcome change from Obi-Wan’s reliance 
on soulless LED screens, however, and there’s 
certainly much to love about the series’ 
embrace of flashy hand-to-hand combat. But 
while it might be unfair to hold this broader 
heartland series up against Andor’s edgy, 
adult-oriented outlier, it’s hard not to feel that 
The Acolyte marks a half step back for Star 
Wars, rather than the bold stride forward we’d 
hoped for. JAMES DYER 


VERDICT 


e: Henry Cavill as 
»»Gus March-Phillipps. 
Below: Figg Gonzalez: 
Sun’s out, gun’s out. 


THE MINISTRY OF 
UNGENTLEMANLY 
WARFARE 


ONCE UPON A TIME, IN 
NAZI-OCCUPIED EUROPE... 
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OUT 25 JULY (PRIME VIDEO) / CERT TBC / 120 MINS 


“REMEMBER, GENTLEMEN,” SAYS Henry 
Cavill’s Gus March-Phillipps in The Ministry Of 
Ungentlemanly Warfare, “try to have fun.” It is 
an instructive line. This is a very silly kind of war 
film, an action comedy with only a tangential, 
Wikipedia-skim-read level of historical reality. It 
is extremely loosely based on the real Operation 
Postmaster, the daring off-books operation 
which saw a crack team of commandos steal 
enemy warships from the Germans. 

In the midst of a prolific streak, we find 
director Guy Ritchie here in less geezer-gangster 
mood, more The Man From U.N.C.L.E. mode. Not 
to say that there aren’t Ritchie-isms to be found. 
The colourful ensemble are introduced with 
a montage you could describe as Snatch-ian, 
introducing characters such as Henry Golding’s 
Freddy ‘Frogman’ Alvarez, or Alan Ritchson’s 
hard bastard Anders Lassen. 

But there’s an odd mish-mash of tones. The 
stakes, it is frequently suggested, are huge. This 
mission supposedly could turn the tide of the 
war. Yet the film is essentially a playful caper. In 


some places, Christopher Benstead’s jaunty score 
sounds like an Ennio Morricone impression, 
seemingly summoning the gory-fantasy World 
War II found in Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds. 

When it comes to Nazis, Ritchie seems to 
follow the Indiana Jones philosophy: that they 
are the ultimate villains, and therefore fair game 
as cannon-fodder. (Never mind that the real 
mission involved zero casualties.) Ritchie’s action 
has an ultraviolent video-game approach to it: 
one furtive mission is literally described by 
Cavill’s character as “stealth mode”, hardly 1940s 
vernacular. Still, the director keeps things 
energetic and breezy, with at least one cool-guys- 
don’t-look-at-explosions moment. Those cool 
guys are rarely in much danger, though. 

Of the ensemble, Cavill is in fine fettle, 
pitching his proto-007 English charm to just 
the right level; Til Schweiger, as Nazi big bad 
Heinrich Luhr, is eminently hissable. Some are 
badly miscast, mind: Rory Kinnear sadly joins 
the ever-swelling ranks of cinematic Winston 
Churchill cartoonish cosplayers. Eiza Gonzalez, 
meanwhile, as the only female character here, is 
also unfairly lumped with a script that believes 
a woman’s primary quality is in her ability to 
seduce men. 

So, it is far from perfect, careless not only 
with its history and its characters but its 
structure (at two hours, it feels sloppy). But its 
arrival straight to streaming seems appropriate: 
this is a perfectly undemanding watch. Just don’t 
watch it with a historian. JOHN NUGENT 


VERDICT 
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Here: Caraxes makes 
an entrance. 
Below: Queen Rhaenyra 


HOUSE OF 
THE DRAGON: 
SEASON 2 


HERE BE MORE DRAGONS 
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OUT NOW (SKY ATLANTIC/NOW) / EPISODES VIEWED 4 OF 8 


DESPITE THE SUCCESS of House Of The 
Dragon’s first season, both in terms of its 
burnished worldbuilding and its broadly positive 
critical response, the second arrives with much 
expectation that it can do better. Whether it was 
the relative lack of geographical and social scope, 
the big leaps forward in time, or the constant 
casting switch-ups as characters aged, even its 
biggest fans had a niggle they could mention. 

On all those fronts, we have good news. 
Season 2, now run solo by Ryan Condal 
(co-showrunner Miguel Sapochnik having bowed 
out), is more chronologically focused, less fidgety 
with its actors, and has its eye on the world (and 
social strata) beyond the highborn Targaryen 
court. Even better, it significantly heats up the 
action, too. With the wedge now firmly driven 
between House Targaryen’s Green and Black 
contingents (headed by Olivia Cooke’s troubled 
Alicent and Emma D’Arcy’s grieving Rhaenyra, 
respectively), the internecine conflagration known 
as the Dance Of Dragons finally takes flight. 

Which isn’t to say that Condal rushes into 


the fray. House Of The Dragon remains, above all 
else, a spiky, acidic human drama concerned with 
the way power and wisdom are so often mutually 
exclusive, and the tragic consequences that occur 
when the former is exercised without the latter. 
The homicidal gaffe committed by Aemond 
One-Eye during the Season 1 finale was merely 
the first salvo in a series of early-Season 2 plots 
that might be summed up as ‘impulsive, powerful 
men reacting in stupid ways’. The results are 
compellingly brutal, including a decapitation and 
a fierce duel between brothers. It is left to the 
more reasonable characters to shake their heads 
in disbelief and hope they can pick up the pieces. 
As Hand of the King Otto Hightower (Rhys Ifans) 
eloquently despairs of his impetuous peers, “They 
are but peacocks. All shrieking and feathers!” 
However, by the fourth episode, it is clear 
there is no repairing the Targaryen rift, and 
under the sure direction of Game Of Thrones 
veteran Alan Taylor, the war fully kicks off with 
some truly spectacular action as we get to 
witness what happens when dragons tussle and 
frazzle in the skies above a full-blown battlefield. 
The sequence is devastating yet balletic, with 
action beats both whoop-out-loud exciting and 
gasp-inducingly shocking — easily the equal 
of any of OG Thrones’ season-peak set-pieces, 
right down to its willingness to butcher central 
characters. After all, when you combine 
“peacocks” and dragons, you're inviting a whole 
new level of body count. DAN JOLIN 


VERDICT 
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OUT 19 JULY / CERT TBC / 101 MINS 
DIRECTOR Janis Pugh 

casT Louise Brealey, Annabel Scholey, 
Sorcha Cusack 


New beginnings and a second chance at 
love could be on the cards for long-suffering 
Helen (Louise Brealey) in this familiar but 
charming love story set in working-class 
North Wales. With a mix of gritty social 
realism and fairy-tale musical whimsy (enter 
a recurring floating dandelion seed-head 
and sporadic Sunshine On Leith-esque 
singalongs), Chuck Chuck Baby’s tonal 
shifts can feel quite jarring. But the heartfelt 
and moving performances from Brealey and 
Annabel Scholey elevate proceedings; their 
sweet and affecting sapphic romance is one 
you can’t help but cheer for. Despite some 
shaky moments, this is an endearing tale of 
self-acceptance and liberation, wearing its 
heart fully on its sleeve. NA 


kk 

OUT 14 JUNE / CERT 12/108 MINS 

DIRECTOR Matthew Brown 

cast Anthony Hopkins, Matthew Goode, 
Liv Lisa Fries, Jodi Balfour, Orla Brady 


An unknown Oxford don visited Sigmund 
Freud’s (Anthony Hopkins) London home 
shortly before his death in 1939. What if, 
this film asks, that don had been C.S. Lewis 
(Matthew Goode)? Well, there might have 
been a clash of ideas as in this movie — 
although probably considerably sharper. The 
prominent atheist and Christian apologist, 
respectively, get into it as World War II 
looms. It’s not an inherently bad idea, nor an 
uninteresting pair of characters. The problem 
is that the conversation drags, with long 
silences punctuating brief, at times obtuse 
attacks on one another’s points of view. It’s 
not the fault of either star, but the half-baked 
script makes this a thin exploration of the 
weighty themes it seeks to cover. HOH 
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BAD BOYS: 
RIDE OR DIE 


THIS SHIT JUST GOT REAL-ER 
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OUT NOW / CERT 15/115 MINS 


DIRECTORS Adil & Bilall 

CAST Will Smith, Martin Lawrence, Jacob Scipio, 
Joe Pantoliano, Vanessa Hudgens, loan 
Gruffudd, Rhea Seehorn 


PLOT A message from their late former captain 
(Pantoliano) sets Mike (Smith) and Marcus 
(Lawrence) on the trail of corrupt officials. 


MAYBEIT’S THE Florida heat, but this series 
about Miami cop-buddies named Mike (Will 
Smith) and Marcus (Martin Lawrence) just 

gets ever more delirious. What started out as 

a flashy-but-routine police thriller got a sequel 
in which they invaded Cuba (probably the most 
restrained part of the film) and another in which 
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KILLER 
QUOTE 


“It’s like 


They'd go to 
any lengths for 
a tuna melt: 


redneck 


Jurassic Park 


they went up against a witch (an 

actual witch). Now, coming quick off 

the staggering success of part three, 

we get Bad Boys: Ride Or Die, in 

which, early on, Marcus suffers a 

heart attack and experiences a lavish 

vision quest, complete with magical 

parrot and a Force Ghost of Joey Pants. Yes, 

Joe Pantoliano’s Captain Howard — previously 

a nuclear-tempered ballbuster prone to spitting 

lines such as, “I’ve got so much brass up my ass 

that I can play “The Star-Spangled Banner’!” — 

in this movie is a serene presence, guiding our 

heroes from beyond the grave. Just go with it... 
This fourquel is not art, but it does brim 

with brio, the kind of confidence you get 

after banking $427 million globally. Directors 

Adil & Bilall, whose Batgirl project got 

controversially spiked by Warner Bros., are back 

and throwing everything they have at it. The 

ensuing high-energy brouhaha involves pistol 

POV shots, slo-mo CG jellybeans, and a killer 

albino alligator. The closest comparison now is 

the Fast & Furious franchise: with a swelling 

team and much talk of “family”, not to mention 

the inclusion of a character who slaughtered 

multiple good guys in the last film but is now 

rehabilitated as a hero — it’s starting to feel like 

Mike and Marcus might get recruited by Vin 


in here.” 


Diesel at any minute. 

The twist here is that, much like 
Laurel and Hardy in A Chump At 
Oxford, Mike and Marcus essentially 
switch personalities. Slick Lothario 
Mike turns into a panic-attack- 
suffering worrywart, while eternal 
neurotic Marcus becomes utterly fearless. This 
is good news for Martin Lawrence fans — he 
gets the lion’s share of the funniest moments, 
including the glorious line, “Chitty Chitty Bang 
Bang, motherfucker!” (This is now the second 
Bad Boys to feature a reference to the 1968 Dick 
Van Dyke film.) It’s less good news for fans of 
Will Smith, who is a little subdued in this 
adventure. But their dynamic is still sparky. 

If only Bad Boys: Ride Or Die were a little 
less hectic. With a slightly thin motivation, the 
two heroes are flung all over the place. Most of 
the female characters barely get a chance to 
register, and the ‘surprise’ villain is instantly 
guessable. Still, these will be nitpicks for many. 
The Bad Boys are back. The vibe is intact. It feels 
like another ride is inevitable. NICK DE SEMLYEN 


VERDICT Scruffy and overstuffed, but 
contagiously good-natured. And frankly more 
films need to feature showdowns at abandoned 
alligator-themed amusement parks. 
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THE FUTURE 
WAS NOW 


HOW THE SUMMER OF 1982 
HIT PEAK NERD-VANA 
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AUTHOR CHRIS NASHAWATY 


“T’VE SEEN THINGS you 
people wouldn’t believe.” Roy 
Batty’s iconic line from Ridley 
Scott’s Blade Runner might 
well be applied to the 
cinematic summer of 1982. 

In one seven-week period 
between 16 May and 9 July, 
audiences could choose between Conan The 
Barbarian, Star Trek: The Wrath Of Khan, E.T. 
The Extra Terrestrial, Poltergeist, Mad Max 2, 
Tron and — on the same weekend! — Blade 
Runner and The Thing. This embarrassment 

of riches forms the subject of Chris Nashawaty’s 
engaging survey of what is arguably the finest 
year in geek cinema. 

The author of great books on Caddyshack 
and Roger Corman, Nashawaty argues that the 
summer of ’82 crystalises a mid-point between 
the daring of the New Hollywood of the ’70s 
and the bombastic blockbusters of the ’90s. 
Learning the lessons of Star Wars from five 
years before, the studios tapped into an 
under-served audience, delivering every flavour 
of sci-fi with courage, vision and intelligence. 

With eight films to introduce, there’s a lot 
of set-up (100 pages out of 265) before we 
get to the ’82 films, but Nashawaty enlivens the 
familiar stories with fizzy prose and telling trivia 
(Tommy Lee Jones was in the frame for Snake 


AMNESIAC 
KKK 


AUTHOR NEIL JORDAN 


Plissken). Charting the origins of the ’82 line-up, 
Nashawaty has fun revealing what could have 
been: Ridley Scott’s Dune, Martin Scorsese’s Blade 
Runner and Poltergeist written by Stephen King. 

Each film gets a production story, from the 
plain sailing (E.T.) to the famously tumultuous 
(Blade Runner). Conan The Barbarian is 
particularly memorable, with colourful tales of 
shagging elephants and Arnie being mauled by 
wolves. The Wrath Of Khan had huge teething 
problems, with Trek creator Gene Roddenberry 
being ousted after the dullsville Star Trek: The 
Motion Picture and then the big twist surrounding 
Spock’s death being revealed before shooting 
began (many feel it was by a bitter Roddenberry) 
and becoming national news. In this regard, the 
only problem with The Future Was Now is that 
it is too short: it could have done with more of 


THE ILLUSTRATED 


ORAL HISTORY: 
TE one a” 


STAR TREK: THE ILLUSTRATED 
ORAL HISTORY 

kkk 

EDITOR JONATHAN WILKINS 


Out of this world: Gertie 
(Drew Barrymore) shows 
her love for E.T. in the 


now-iconic film from 1982. 


Nashawaty’s intelligent reading of the films. 

In the end, there was only one winner. 1982 
became the summer of Spielberg, with £.T. 
trouncing everything before it (interestingly, 
it is the only film here not to spawn a sequel/ 
prequel). The losers, in Nashawaty’s eyes, were 
the critics who, on 25 June, conspired to give 
modern masterpieces Blade Runner and The 
Thing terrible, almost career-killing reviews. 
Who knows? Perhaps 40-odd years from now, 
critics will be rediscovering The Garfield Movie 
as aclassic. Then again... IAN FREER 


VERDICT 


BRUCE WILLIS 
KKK 
AUTHOR SEAN O’CONNELL 
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THELMA 


THINK THE BEEKEEPER WITH 
SILVER HAIR... 
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OUT 19 JULY/ CERT 15 / 112 MINS 


DIRECTOR Josh Margolin 

CAsT June Squibb, Fred Hechinger, Richard 
Roundtree, Parker Posey, Clark Gregg, 
Malcolm McDowell 


PLOT When 90-year-old widow Thelma (June 
Squibb) is scammed, she embarks on a mission 
to take her money back. And then some... 


IF SHE HASN’T earned it already by now, 
June Squibb certainly deserves American- 
national-treasure status for her performance 
as the indomitable Thelma. Having played 
supporting roles for decades in films like The 
Age Of Innocence, Far From Heaven and About 
Schmidt, in 2013 she was nominated for an 
Oscar for Alexander Payne’s Nebraska. But, 
perhaps unsurprisingly for an industry that’s 


not very interested in women over 40, let alone 
over 90, this Sundance hit is her first-ever 
leading role. 

And thankfully this indie comedy/road 
movie/nonagenarian revenge story serves 
Squibb extremely well. Thelma lives a quiet life 
after the passing of her husband, enjoying visits 
from her affable but aimless grandson Danny 
(Fred Hechinger) who helps her with emails 
and watches Mission: Impossible with her. In 
a sequence that will have you cringing in horror, 
she falls for a phone scam, posting $10,000 in cash 
to a PO box. She’s humiliated when she realises 
her mistake, and overhears her family arguing 
about whether she can still live independently. 
Squibb plays this moment beautifully — she’s 
vulnerable without being mawkish, carefully 
removing her hearing aids and retreating to 
a place of denial. 

When the police prove inept, Thelma takes 
matters into her own hands. After stealing 
a souped-up mobility scooter from her friend 
Ben (a lovely performance from the late 
Richard Roundtree), the pair eventually team 
up, setting out to retrieve her money from the 
scammer (Malcolm McDowell). And so begins 
an immensely entertaining caper, with Thelma 
exhibiting some Ethan Hunt-style moves along 
the way. When Ben asks her if she knows how to 
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Clockwise from 
main: June Squibb 
as Thelma; You’ve 
been scammed; 

‘ Squibb with Richard 


m= Roundtree. 


use a gun she replies, “How hard can it be? Idiots 
use them all the time.” This is high-octane stuff 
for aninetysomething, and Thelma’s small slip 
ona stair is just as suspenseful as Tom Cruise 
dangling off a roof. Meanwhile, Danny and his 
panicky parents (Parker Posey and Clark Gregg) 
are in hot pursuit. 

On paper, Thelma may sound unbearably 
twee, the kind of film that relies heavily on old 
people saying the darnedest things to win 
laughs. But the film is buoyed by a consistently 
funny script, real pathos and stellar comic 
performances. Writer-director Josh Margolin 
was inspired by his own strong-minded grandma 
almost falling for the same scam, and his affection 
for her is obvious. No-one here is a villain trying 
to lock Thelma away — the family’s concern 
about her wellbeing is treated sympathetically, 
and her journey towards accepting help is 
genuinely moving. LAURA VENNING 


VERDICT Surprisingly exciting and 
laugh-out-loud funny, Thelma is a warm- 
hearted joyride. If anything, it’ll make you 
really want to pick up the phone and call 

your own grandma. 
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SENUA'S SAGA: 
HELLBLADE Il 


PICT OF THE MONTH 


kk KK 


PC, XBOX SERIES X/S 


ASEQUEL TO 2017's Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice 
was risky. The original was dark and mesmeric, 
following a ninth-century Pict woman plagued by 
auditory and visual hallucinations, but no frame 
of reference beyond gods and demons to explain 
them. Lauded for its exploration of mental health 
— specifically psychosis — the game also ended on 
something of an upbeat note, its hero achieving 
a degree of inner peace. A follow-up could have 
felt unnecessary, reductive even, trading 
a meaningful experience for mere medieval 
hack-and-slash antics. Yet with Senua’s Saga, 
developer Ninja Theory hasn’t just hand-waved 
Senua’s struggles away. She’s still tormented by 
visions that she doesn’t have the language to even 
describe, let alone understand, and subjected 
to a swirling jabber of inner voices offering 
unwanted observations at every turn (use decent 
headphones for spectacular audio directionality). 
Now, though, she has what we'd call coping 

mechanisms. It’s a tricky balance, and even the 
slightest misstep might have felt exploitative, but 
sharp writing and a phenomenal performance 
from Melina Juergens as Senua (both motion 
capture and vocal) instead provide a continuation 
that feels sincere and compassionate. Senua’s 
ongoing journey finds her pursuing slave-trading 
Northmen to Iceland to rescue her tribesfolk. 

If much of the previous game was spent in her 
inner world, this is about Senua reconnecting 
with the outer one, her companions no longer just 


KILLER KLOWNS FROM OUTER 
SPACE: THE GAME 
kkk 

PC, PS5, XBOX SERIES X/S 


Queen of swords: Senua 
(Melina Juergens) takes 
on all comers. 


the voices in her head but other actual people, 
such as captured slaver Thorgestr (Chris O’Reilly) 
and Fargrimr (Gudmundur Thorvaldsson), 
asettler who may also experience visions. 
Throughout, an ingenious use of Icelandic ‘Hidden 
People’ folklore ties in perfectly with Senua’s 
visions, challenging her to navigate mirrored, 
inverted, liminal spaces only she can perceive. 

It’s open to interpretation if anything is ‘real’, 
but it’s all tastefully handled. On the other hand, 
Hellblade ITis so fixated on telling its story with 
cinematic fervour —peppered with jétunn and 
draugr and other elements of Norse myth — that 
it often feels as if it forgets to be a game. Combat 
is minimal, each battle a specifically placed 
encounter, and progress so linear that there’s 
essentially no freedom to explore. A shame, not 


MULTIVERSUS 
kk 
PC, PS4, PS5, XBOX ONE, XBOX SERIES X/S 


only as this is a truly stunning vision of Iceland, 
ancient and mysterious (expect to liberally use the 
game’s Photo Mode), but because lore-building 
collectibles can be easily missed, with no way to 
backtrack to find them. Thankfully, brevity helps 
here. At around eight hours, Senua’s Saga can be 
enjoyed without distraction, while a second pass 
provides the chance to uncover secrets — and, 
likely, fresh perspective on this nuanced, 
dreamlike tale. MATT KAMEN 
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HORIZON: AN 
AMERICAN SAGA 
— CHAPTER | 


NOT QUITE A GREAT WESTERN 


Kk 


OUT NOW / CERT TBC / 181 MINS 


THE WESTERN HAS been declared dead 
more often than Dracula, but Kevin Costner — 
who turned to the genre as soon as his fame 

allowed him to make his own movies — is 


betting a fair chunk of his personal fortune that 
there’s life in the ol’ horse yet. The result is a 
meandering three-hour oater that is only 

the opening salvo of a longer epic (Chapter 2 
will follow in August; Chapters 3 and 4 are still 
in production). 

It instinctively feels that there should be an 
audience for an old-fashioned tale of warring 
settlers and Native Americans; of wagon trains 
and saloon girls. Younger audiences may not 
have been raised on the theme’s endless variants 
like Costner’s generation, but that might 
help some of his hoarier beats feel fresh. The 
stirring landscapes and iconography of the time 
remain potent, after all, and cinematographer 
J. Michael Muro wrings the stunning locations 
for every drop of wonder. 

The problem is that the settlers can no 
longer be seen as heroes, and in trying to 
acknowledge the competing forces battling for 
survival on the frontier, Costner sometimes 
falls short. Dances With Wolves showed 
considerable empathy for the tribes displaced 
by the American frontier, as do some scenes 
here, but they follow an initial burst of appalling 
savagery that undermines the ‘both sides’ 
sentiment. Costner also makes an effort to 
include the non-white people who shaped 
the West, from Chinese railroad workers to 
Black townsfolk, but few have substantial roles. 
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Nor is it obvious whether his treatment 
of Sienna Miller’s Frances Kittredge is 
commenting on the Western tradition of 
near-deifying white womanhood — particularly 
the beautiful blonde kind — or simply 
reinforcing the old trope. She doesn’t have 
enough internal life to make it clear. A few 
time-jumps in the film are also muddily 
signalled, so that a final montage that essentially 
advertises Chapter 2 initially appears like just 
another disjointed leap. 

Costner’s own “horse tramp” doesn’t 
even appear until an hour in, so it’s no simple 
vanity project (although his character turns 
out to be immediately lusted after by a 
glamorous, much younger woman). Really, 
it’s a series of vignettes: an attack, a stand-off, 
achase, a comedy skit. Some are thrilling or 
funny; others drag. Yet after three hours, most 
of our presumptive leads are still to see the 
town of Horizon, or meet each other, and 
there’s little sense of how their destinies will 
intersect. Then, the film just... stops. Only 
two months until the next one, but it would 
have been nice to make this feel like a complete 
story, like the classics that inspired it. 
HELEN O’HARA 


VERDICT 
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THE BOYS: 
SEASON 4 


THEY’RE BACK IN TOWN — AND LESS 
HEROIC THAN EVER 


Kk KK 


OUT NOW / PRIME VIDEO / EPISODES VIEWED 8 OF & 


AT THIS POINT, the formula for The Boys is well- 
established. Take one helping of superpowered 
mayhem, add a side of human drama, season 
with a generous amount of political potshots, 
and voila — you have one of the best TV dramas 
of the last five years. It’s a testament to 
showrunner Eric Kripke that in its fourth season 
the capacity to shock hasn’t dimmed, the political 
and cultural satire remains razor-sharp, and the 
character drama excavates new depths. The 
titular team may be as dysfunctional as ever, but 
make no mistake: The Boys is at the top of its game. 

That’s partly because of the recent additions. 
As the smartest person on the planet, Sage (Susan 
Heyward) is easily Homelander’s (Antony Starr) 
most dangerous new ally. And though he would 
never admit it, she’s also valuable — to him and the 
audience — as the rare person who can tell him 
the truth without getting a laser blast to the head. 
Heyward plays her with a superiority complex 
that shines through in subtle, knowing fashion. 

There’s little that’s subtle about the other 
new recruit, Firecracker (Valorie Curry), a self- 
interested Fox News-esque conspiracy-theorist 
who quickly becomes one of the show’s most 
hateable characters. Even so, Kripke makes sure 
to dig under the surface to unearth slivers of 


Super-father Homelander 
(Antony . and super-son 
Ryan (Cameron Crovetti). 
Below: Flying high. 
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relatability, and Curry’s committed performance 
yields compelling results. The social 
commentary is as clever as it is aware, too; 
satirical shots are taken at everything from 
January 6 to studio slate announcements. 

Our returning anti-heroes don’t get short 
shrift, either. The war for Ryan’s (Cameron 
Crovetti) soul between his biological father, 
Homelander, and Butcher (Karl Urban) heats 
up, while the traumatic pasts of Kimiko (Karen 
Fukuhara, doing more than ever before with no 
verbal dialogue) and Frenchie (Tomer Capone) 
impact their present-day lives in unexpected ways. 

Indeed, from Starlight (Erin Moriarty) to 
A-Train (a well-utilised Jessie T. Usher) and more, 
hard questions are asked of several characters 
as they reckon with past actions and ponder who 
they are and what path to take. Such themes 
have been broached by the show before, but this 
is far from monotonous storytelling, with more 
than a few wonderfully unpredictable twists. 

One certain aspect of The Boys is that blood 
will be spilt, and this season doesn’t skimp on 
the carnage. At least one moment per episode is 
guaranteed to make you either squirm or swear 
or both, whether it’s a gross use of a superpower 
or a set-piece on a farm that’s sure to linger in 
the memory. It remains to be seen, as The Boys 
soon heads into its fifth and final season, how it 
keeps its main players on the board without 
things becoming unfeasible. But for now, with 
storytelling this balanced and considered, it’s a 
pleasure to watch it all play out. AMON WARMANN 
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HAVING BEEN SOMEWHAT INCOGNITO FOR A WHILE, 
THE DARK LORD IS FINALLY EMERGING. 

AS THE LORD OF THE RINGS: THE RINGS OF POWER 
GETS DEEPER AND DARKER, WE HEAD ON SET TO 


OBSERVE HIS ENDGAME IN PROGRESS... 


WORDS DAN JOLIN 
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Lucifer. Darth Vader. Heisenberg. Thanos. 

If you were ranking the best fictional villains, 
no-one would baulk at finding these names 
near the pinnacle of the list. Each brims 

with intimidating presence, relentless will, 
complexity of character and flair for a dastardly 
master plan. But, in the minds of J.D. Payne and 
Patrick McKay, showrunners of The Rings Of 
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Power, one bad guy has them all beat — in the 
blink of a fiery eye. 

“Sauron is one of the greatest villains in the 
canon of literature, genre writing, filmmaking... 
all of it,” says McKay. “He is not just dangerous 
and ruthless and brilliantly strategic in all the 
ways that great villains are. He’s unique, in that 
Sauron is a seducer and a deceiver who tricks 
you into doing evil for him.” 

Even so, it’s fair to say that, despite the 
Dark Lord casting a broad gaze over Peter 
Jackson’s The Lord Of The Rings trilogy and 
also getting up to a bit of no-good in the Hobbit 
movies, his presence has been somewhat... 
impersonal. Literally faceless, in fact. Whether 
he’s manifesting as a lidless, flaming peeper, 

a dark-armoured lunk or a malevolent 
silhouette, we’ve never had a chance to really 
get to know Sauron. As a person. Until now. 

“Tf you had to pick one reason to make this 
show and set it in this era of the mythology, 
that’s it,” says McKay. “From minute one, we 
talked about Milton’s Paradise Lost, Walter 


White and Tony Soprano, and how Sauron has 
the potential to be like these great villain-heroes 
— hero meaning protagonist. That’s the great 
untold story on the screen.” 

Though this wasn’t the stated stratagem 
when, in 2022, McKay and childhood friend- 
turned-career-long co-writer Payne launched 
The Rings Of Power, the most expensive TV 
show ever greenlit. Back then, it was all about 
reintroducing us to the vast majesty of J.R.R. 
Tolkien’s Middle-earth, but in the realm’s 
Second Age, millennia before the events of 
The Lord Of The Ring. This involved taking us to 
unseen corners of Tolkien’s world, and meeting 
characters who are either new (such as hot Elf 
warrior Arondir, Dwarven noble Disa and 
Harfoot adventurer Nori Brandyfoot) or fresh 
incarnations of lore luminaries (Galadriel and 
Elrond). But telling Sauron’s story was always 
the true agenda. Payne and McKay hinted at it 
throughout those first eight episodes, leading to 
a guessing game as to whether he was lurking in 
the form of Daniel Weyman’s magic-wielding 


greybeard The Stranger, or Charlie Vickers’ 
smouldering refugee Halbrand. 

The clues to the correct answer were 
there from the start. “Literally in the first shot 
of Charlie in Season 1, he looks back at the 
camera with one eye,” grins Payne. But until the 


climactic reveal, when Halbrand was definitively 
unmasked, he was for the most part deceiving 
the audience, as well as playing poor Galadriel 
(Morfydd Clark) like a lyre. 

“He was hiding amongst our story,” says 
McKay. “The opportunity now with Season 2 is: 
the audience is in on the con. We know who he 
is. We have a pretty good sense of what he wants. 
The fun is watching other people get ensnared 
in the web. As the season unfolds, the plan 
starts. One hammer after another starts to fall 
until, by the last couple of episodes, you realise 
the level and extent of how evil he is and how 
deeply he’s strategised this whole thing out.” 

Just like McKay and Payne themselves had 
everything strategised. Not that they told the 
Deceiver himself. 
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harlie Vickers remembers well the 
moment he finally found out he was 
playing Sauron. After the first two 
episodes of Season 1 were filmed, 
Payne and McKay called the Australian 
actor in for a meeting. “They took 

me down to aset from the first episode, where 

Galadriel walks through an icy cavern and there’s 

Orcs frozen in the walls,” Vickers recalls. The very 

spot, in fact, where the vengeful Galadriel finds 

a major clue in her hunt for Morgoth’s successor. 

“And they basically said, “You're playing Sauron!” 

Until then, Vickers had no idea of Halbrand’s 


true nature, though he had “a suspicion there 

was something beneath the surface”. You might 
imagine he felt a sudden pressure, being told he 
was actually portraying not only Middle-earth’s 
greatest-ever threat, but also one of culture’s 
best-known villains. Yet his overwhelming feeling 
was one of relief: “It felt like, ‘Now I’ve got the full 
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picture. Now it’s all falling into place. 
So was it his dark, brooding looks, or perhaps 
a slight edginess to his demeanour, that made the 
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showrunners pluck him from relative obscurity 
to play Tolkien’s biggest bad? Quite the opposite. 
In fact, Vickers had originally auditioned for the 
role of Elrond. “Charlie’s such a lovely, delightful 
person that you feel a sense of warmth and light 
about him,” says Payne. “That’s something we 
were looking for in the Elrond character.” But 
after they settled on Robert Aramayo for the 
half-Elven diplomat, he and McKay couldn’t get 
Vickers out of their heads. They kept thinking, 
“Where does he fit?” 

It was J.A. Bayona, director of Season 1’s first 
two episodes, who suggested Vickers would be 
good for Sauron. “Our eyes lit up like a pinball 
machine,” McKay continues. “We said, ‘Now his 
charm and warmth are a weapon. If this works, it 
will pay dividends down the road. When he goes 
dark, you will weirdly still like him and want to go 
on his journey, even though the things he’s doing 
are repellent to you. I think the results speak for 
themselves in Season 2.” 

Charlotte Brandstrém, who’s succeeded 
Bayona as producing director for this new season, 


was particularly impressed. “Charlie’s so normal in 
real life, and then he becomes so Machiavellian, 
so evil, so cruel, just with a small look,” she says. 
“He’s just incredible.” 

As slick as he is, Sauron’s journey will not be 
an easy one. We left him at the end of Season 1 
cast out, alone, with no army and his ancient 
rival Adar (now played by Sam Hazeldine after 
Joseph Mawle left to pursue other roles) ruling 
the newly formed Orc homeland of Mordor. 
“Sauron has nothing except for his own cunning 
and wit,” says Payne. 

Part of that cunning involves taking on 
an entirely new identity, having gone from 
manipulating Galadriel to working his magic on 
Elven ring-smith Celebrimbor (Charles Edwards). 
Halbrand, the supposed Southlander king, is dead 
(metaphorically speaking). Long live Annatar, the 
‘Lord of Gifts’: a blond, graceful and glowingly 
Elvish muse who stokes Celebrimbor’s blingy 
ambitions. “We explored various iterations of 
how to make him appear lordly and imposing,” 
says Payne of Vickers’ drastic makeover. “He 
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moves between almost looking like an Old 
Testament prophet and then looking darker and 
more sinister as the season goes on.” 


The transformation was a watershed 
moment for Vickers, evolving his role from the 
Payne/McKay-invented Halbrand to a figure 
rooted in Tolkien’s texts. “I was so excited to get 
to this point of the story, because this is the canon 
of this time period,” he says. “You have Sauron 
and Celebrimbor working together, making rings. 
Everything Sauron does is to serve other people, 
to appeal to someone else. In the same way the 
whole Halbrand thing was for Galadriel, this new 
look is for Celebrimbor. This is the best way to get 
him to do what he wants him to do: make a bunch 
of rings that'll dominate everyone else.” 


n mid-April 2023, Empire finds Celebrimbor 
busy at work on one of The Rings Of Power’s 
many soundstages in Bovingdon Airfield 
Studios, just up the road from Hemel 
Hempstead (the entire production having 
relocated from New Zealand to the UK). 


With a soot-smeared, flame-lit face, Edwards 
hunches over an assortment of smithing 
paraphernalia and carefully handles a pot of 
what appears to be molten liquid. The cathedral- 
like Noldorin forge of Eregion towers around 
him, all looming pillars and stretching 
stained-glass windows, but it has clearly seen 
better days, looking battered and semi-derelict. 
Has there been an accident here? A battle? 
Given this is a scene from the season’s 
penultimate episode, nobody is saying. But 
even though Sauron is personally absent, the 
pesky Maia’s dark influence is palpable in 
Edwards’ troubled mien. 

Celebrimbor’s relationship with Annatar/ 
Sauron is, McKay tells us, “truly the spine of this 
season, and arguably the entire Lord Of The Rings 
mythology. The story of deception and betrayal 
between them is something we feel very lucky to 
be part of. The two Charlies, as we call them, go 
places I think people will be surprised by. It’s 
almost a psychological thriller. The noose is 
tightening more and more.” 


Yet Sauron’s intensified influence isn’t 
merely felt in Eregion. It gropes out far further, 
to different corners of the world, requiring the 
production to expand in scope beyond even 
the extent of the first season. The move to the 
UK has given The Rings Of Power increased 
studio space, of which its new production 
designer, Kristian Milsted (Watchmen, Willow), 
took full advantage. “He really created a world 
that we could actually live in,” says Brandstr6m. 
“We have a lot of VFX, obviously, but what he 
created also were sets that we could film 360 
degrees, so we didn’t need to use blue-screens 
constantly everywhere.” It was important to 
the director that the season’s “darker, more 
dramatic” tone be reflected in its visual texture. 
“We want it more authentic,” she says. “More 
real. We want you to see the dust, the mud, the 
dirt on people.” 

There is no shortage of mud over on D Stage, 
where we find stranded Numenorean soldier 
Isildur (Maxim Baldry) and Southland kid Theo 
(Tyroe Muhafidin) in an ancient palisade 
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surrounded by a sodden, dingy forest of 
real, replanted trees. Empire observes them 
working together to try and save the life 

of a young woman named Estrid (Nia Towle), 
who is apparently suffering a collapsed 
lung. Between takes, an order comes to 
“bring the rain up”, only making their 

task grimmer. “The theme of this season 

is survival,” says Baldry between takes, his 
long hair dripping. “How do you survive in 
Middle-earth?” 

This question will also weigh on the minds 
of the Dwarves who dwell beneath the Misty 
Mountains in Khazad-dim — a location that 
has expanded significantly for Season 2, as we 
discover while exploring its impressively 
cavernous new throne room, constructed from 
the ground up (or rather, down) on the stage 
next-door. “There is a sickness on the land of 
Khazad-diim,” reveals Payne of the Dwarves’ 
plight. “They lose not only the physical light 
that allows them to grow food, but also the 
spiritual light that keeps them in tune with 
the mountain.” 

This is particularly bad news for Disa 
(Sophia Nomvete), better half of Dwarven prince 
Durin (Owain Arthur). “She has a supernatural 
power to connect and speak to the mountain, 
and that completely fractures,” says Nomvete. 
“That, for her, is absolutely terrifying and 
soul-destroying. She tries to keep strong, keep 
defiant, but we start to see an air of desperation 
creeping in, which can sometimes cloud our 
judgement.” The perfect situation for a certain 
false-faced malefactor to exploit. “Sauron is going 
to prey upon these problems,” says Payne. “He’s 
gonna say, ‘Hey, I’ve got an answer. I’ve got seven 
rings for you!” 

The idea of inviting the jewellery-obsessed 
Sauron into Khazad-diim was “too tasty to avoid”, 
says McKay. “We had to get him there.” 

For, as Season 2’s various strands begin to 
converge, it’s Sauron pulling the strings. “All 
our stories start to become one story,” McKay 
explains, “and the one story is the way the 
re-emergence of Sauron touches everybody 
and threatens the whole world.” Even, as 
far away as he is, the wizard currently known 
as The Stranger. 


or a brief moment in Season 1’s final 
r episode, many of us thought the The 
& Stranger (Daniel Weyman) was 
Sauron. Weyman included. 
“When I first read that script and 
got to that point, I was like, ‘Whoa, holy 
moly, I’m playing Sauron here!” Weyman tells 
Empire of the scene where his amnesiac Istari 
was incorrectly declared to be the Dark Lord 
Returned. It didn’t take long for the actor to 
realise it was a narrative false flag, but he still 
sees it as acrucial moment in the character’s 
development. “When he’s told he’s Sauron, he’s 
very close to being manipulated into a place 
he might not be able to turn back from,” he says. 
If he hadn’t been rescued by Nori (Markella 
Kavenagh) and her Harfoot pals, he notes, 
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NEVER BEFORE BROUGHT TO LIFE IN A BIG-BUDGET TOLKIEN ADAPTATION, 
THE GHASTLY BARROW-WIGHTS ARE HERE TO DEEP-FREEZE YOUR SOUL... 


1. THE IDEA 


“Barrow-wights walked in the hollow places with 
a clink of rings on cold fingers” wrote J.R.R. 
Tolkien in The Fellowship Of The Ring. In the book, 
the wraith-like beings terrorise the Hobbits, but the 
wights didn’t show up in Peter Jackson’s films, and 
have only been tackled in a little-seen 1991 Russian 
TV adaptation of Fellowship. Until now. “The 
Barrow-wights are ancient, reanimated heroes, 
acting for evil against their will,” sums up Rings Of 
Power VFX supervisor Jason Smith. “It was super- 
exciting to take on something | hadn’t seen before. 
We’ve seen undead before, but not like this. 
We’re doing a little horror movie in Middle-earth.” 


2. THE GARB 


Essentially ghouls dwelling in barrows (tombs), 
the basic concept of the wights is that they 

used to be important people. “Kings, queens, 
high-ranking officials,” says Smith. “Every one of 
them we gave a bit of a backstory to. ‘This guy 
was a soothsayer, this lady was a prophetess.’ 
All of them would have been fairly wealthy, so 
they had red burial robes and were draped in 


some of their earthly possessions.” Just because 
you’re a terrifying force from beyond the grave, 
doesn’t mean you can’t rock some bling. 


3. THE FACE 


The wights are in dire need of a dentist 
appointment, with truly gnarly, extended teeth. 
“What if the evil that’s infecting them makes their 
teeth start growing again?” Smith laughs. “That 
came from a sketch by [make-up designer] Barrie 
Gower.” Also striking: their piercing eyes. “The 
eyes are one key thing we took from the writing. 

| used to walk around by my grandma’s farmhouse 
in Idaho at night, and there’s something about a 
forest at night that can be so frightening. And if you 
come across a tree and think you see a glimpse 
of eyes that are glowing blue, it’s just horrific.” 


4,, THE MOVEMENT 


Tolkien was vague when describing the wights, 
which gave the Rings Of Power crew licence to 
embellish. “The feeling the passages give you is of 
a doom that is approaching, not by speed but by 
being indefatigable,” Smith explains. “It’s a menace 


that is just going to encroach an inch at a time until 
you have nowhere to go and you die.” These 
wights, then, are floating, slow-moving horrors; 
and are also controlled by some dark, unspecified 
force, causing them to jerk like marionettes. 

A blend of live-action and CGI, on set the wights 
were performed by both stuntpeople and pop- 
and-lock dancers. “Experts in body motion,” says 
Smith, “who could simulate this unnatural quality.” 


Bo 


In Tolkien’s writing, the wights sing a tune that’s 
moodier than any Morrissey one (sample lyric: 
“Cold be hand and heart and bone”). Prepare to 
finally hear it — or a version of it. “They’re not 
going to set up a band or anything,” says Smith. 
“But if a creature starts softly singing to me with 
a voice that sounds like dry leaves, that ambiguity 
is where all the fear is.” The bone-chilling vocals 
are the final ingredient in a stew of raw terror, 
other inspirations for which came from dozens 
of scary movies, studied by Smith and his 

team, including Disney classic The Watcher In 
The Woods and George C. Scott chiller The 
Changeling. “Little tricks and rules. Ways to 
make the human brain shriek in terror. Ways to 
make our whole existence come into question,” 
Smith smiles. “It was fun.” NICK DE SEMLYEN 
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“Who knows what would have happened?” 
Darkness lurks around every corner in this 
new Middle-earth. 

For Weyman, playing The Stranger has 
been a journey of discovery, and he’s happy 
not knowing the destination. “Lots of people 
ask me all sorts of questions about who The 
Stranger is,” he smiles. “But it’s not my job 
to say where he’s going. My job is just being in 
the moment, where I can serve the story best.” 
Will the online scuttlebutt be proven true, 
and The Stranger revealed as Gandalf? Time 
will tell. But one thing’s for sure: the long- 
bearded wizard and Sauron are, McKay 
teases, “on a collision course”. 

Another hero on a Sauronic trajectory is, of 
course, Galadriel, though hers is now complicated 
by the possession of Nenya, one of the three 
Elven rings of power. “Even Sauron doesn’t know 
exactly what they'll do,” says Clark of these 
ominous trinkets. “But it’s an extra-weird 
connection between Galadriel and the baddest 
man in Middle-earth.” Whose whole return, 
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lest we forget, is pretty much her fault. “She 
really messed up so badly,” says Clark. “There’s 
a desperation to redeem herself, and through 
redeeming herself protect Middle-earth, 
which is in more danger than it ever has been. 
Now she’s seen the whites of the eyes of the 
person who’s bringing it down, she’s all 

revved up.” 

“Revving up” its characters has certainly 
quickened the show’s pace, says executive 
producer Lindsey Weber. “Things have 
taken a very intense turn since Sauron is 
back and moving the chess pieces around the 
board. So we get to have a different kind of 
action and see Middle-earth in some more 
terrifying moments.” 

Some of which will come via the growing 
threat of Adar, the ‘Father Of Orcs’, and his Uruk 
horde, including an interesting new recruit in 
the gargantuan form of Damrod the Hill-troll — 
“eater of dragon bones”, as McKay describes him. 
Damrod is voiced by Benjamin Walker, who also 
plays Elven king Gil-galad and, says McKay, 
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“was inspired in part by Mike Ehrmantraut in 
Breaking Bad and Better Cail Saul, if you look 
at the way he moves and his casual sense 

of strength.” 

And on the battlefield, the showrunners 
are really ramping things up. “We love a good 
battle,” says McKay. He refers us back to the 
conflict between the Orcs and the Numenorean 
expeditionary force during the first season, 
which was, he says, “very consciously designed 
as an intimate, small-scale battle. More of 
askirmish.” This was in the knowledge “that the 
plan with Season 2 would be to do something 
much bigger, on a much grander scale that 
would take place not just overnight, but over 
multiple days, weeks, months and episodes.” 
Brandstr6ém confirms this new clash will be 
“ten times bigger” than the previous one. 

“It’s really the battle of the darkness against 
the light, with some very dark and quite 
violent moments.” 

Things are getting, to borrow a word from 
Weber, “cataclysmic”. 


ringing Sauron to full-blooded life, 

and realising the Middle-earth- 

shattering implications, would be 

a high-pressure job for any filmmaker, 

let alone showrunners whose biggest 

pre-Rings Of Power gig was doing 
uncredited writing work on Star Trek Beyond. 
How are they bearing up, Empire wonders, under 
all this escalating expectation? Even with the 
success of Season 1 under their belts, they must 
feel some anxiety. “Absolutely every moment of 
every day,” says McKay. “But the anxiety is less 
about expectation than it is about our own 
ambition and love of this world, and the degree 
to which it can bring in everybody, not just fans.” 

“We just want to get it right,” adds Payne. 
“There’s a feeling we have of what the material 
can be. Youre just trying to capture that feeling, at 
the end of the day, and tell a story. And watching it 
progress by degrees, the anxiety is constantly: is it 
the very best version of itself that it can be?” 
While Amazon has not, at the time of writing, 

officially confirmed Season 3, it originally 


commissioned five seasons, which McKay and 
Payne comprehensively envisioned as a “50-hour 
movie”. That goal has not changed, confirms 
McKay. “The plan was always to tell this story, 
and we couldn’t be more thrilled about it.” Still, 
things can happen that might require a little 
course correction. The big move from New 
Zealand to the UK was, McKay says on set, “a bit 
of achance to in some ways reboot and rebuild 
— another opportunity to take another big whack 
at it” (in terms of the filmmaking process rather 
than the narrative choices, he later qualifies). 
One other surprising — and potentially 
disruptive — development has been the recent 
announcement that Warner Bros. and Peter 
Jackson are making further Middle-earth movies, 
starting with the Andy Serkis-directed-and- 
starring interquel currently titled The Hunt For 
Gollum. Not to mention Kenji Kamiyama’s long- 
in-development anime feature The War Of The 
Rohirrim. But the showrunners seem unruffled 
by this arguable Tolkienian clash. “We love 
Middle-earth so much that we'll be in the 


audience,” says Payne. “A rising tide lifts all ships, 
and when there’s good Middle-earth content, 
wherever it comes from, we’re happy about it.” 

In the meantime, they have a Dark Lord to 
elevate, along with their show’s stakes and scale. 
“The scope is just going to become bigger and 
bigger with every season,” Clark tells us. “It’s 
constantly on this big trajectory to massiveness.” 

Rings need to be forged, a dark tower needs to 
rise, a civilisation must fall and, eventually, Isildur 
will have to survive that fatal face-off with Sauron. 
And no-one’s looking forward to it all more than 
the Dark Lord himself. “There are so many things 
that are coming canonically,” says Vickers. “You 
have the downfall of Numenor, and you have the 
battle of the Last Alliance Of Elves And Men. All 
things that, as someone who loves these chapters 
in The Silmarillion, I can’t wait to see on screen.” 

It will be a while yet before we'll have to say 
goodbye to the bad guy. @ 


THE LORD OF THE RINGS: THE RINGS OF POWER SEASON 2 
IS ON PRIME VIDEO FROM 29 AUGUST 
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WE BRING TOGETHER THE DARK LORD AND THE LADY OF THE LIGHT — 
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Morfydd Clark and Charlie Vickers, 
photographed exclusively for Empire 
at Ziggy’s Bar, Hotel Café Royal, 
London, on 24 April 2024. 
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AKA CHARLIE VICKERS AND MORFYDD CLARK — TO TALK STUNTS, ORCS AND LEGO TOWERS 
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Of course, they understood it would be a huge 
production, telling a sprawling story set in the 
Second Age of J.R.R. Tolkien’s Middle-earth. 
Likely culturally prominent, career-changing 
stuff, whether compared with Clark’s impressive 
work in indies like Saint Maud and The Personal 
History Of David Copperfield, or Vickers’ 
supporting roles in TV show Medici and Aussie 
comedy Palm Beach. But, right at the outset, 
neither was aware they were playing the iconic 
Galadriel and Sauron. The true identity of 
Vickers’ character, Halbrand, wasn’t revealed to 
the Melbourne-born actor until part-way through 
shooting the first season, while Clark didn’t even 
know she was auditioning for The Lord Of The 
Rings until another actor told her in the waiting 
area (she then ran to the toilet to compose herself). 

But being thrust into great Tolkienian roles 
isn’t the only thing that connects them. They 
spent most of Season 1 working side-by-side, 
until Galadriel finally rumbled Sauron in the 
final episode, and the characters acrimoniously 
went their separate ways. And it’s clear, when 
Empire brings them back together one spring 
afternoon, that after 16 episodes and counting 
they still share a giddy, pinch-yourself thrill at 
getting to make history in Middle-earth. 


What was your first-ever scene together in 
Season 1? Was it by any chance in water, on 
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that raft where Galadriel and Halbrand 
first meet? 

Charlie Vickers: Yeah. We were in that water 
for two months, it felt like. 

Morfydd Clark: We had a lot of bonding time 
just sitting on this raft together, because it 
took so much time for them to take us off it 
in-between scenes. 

Vickers: We were away from the pontoon where 
all the cameras and all the crew were standing. 
Just out in the middle of the water tank... 


How did you pass the time? Word games? 
Laminated crosswords? 
Vickers: We were forced to get to know each 


other really well. Because we had no choice. 
Clark: Yeah. But we also had so much stunt- 
training before we started shooting, which 

I think is a really good way to get to know your 
fellow cast, because you look very stupid in front 
of each other, not being very good at it at the 
beginning. And you get to really cheer each 
other on. I remember the first time someone 
managed to do a forward roll correctly, it was 
like, “Yes!” 


Did you both go back into stunt-training 
for Season 2? 

Clark: We did. (To Vickers) Yours was quite 
interesting, wasn’t it, because you’ve got 
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and shoes: Dolce & Gabbana 
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Morfydd Clark hair: Harry Payne at 
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Morfydd Clark make-up: Lucy Patchett 
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a different style of fighting? 

Vickers: Well, I don’t actually do that much 
fighting in the second season — ah, apart from... 
There is one very exciting bit, which I won’t say. 
So, yeah, we did a little bit. But filming the 
second season was avery different experience, 
because we weren’t all away from home on an 
island. The majority of us were going home each 
night. So it’s not like we were in a stunt gym 
working for hours like we did in New Zealand, 
where we needed something to do when we 
weren't filming. The training was very scene- 
specific this season. 


and Laura Mercier make-up. 
Charlie Vickers grooming: Petra Sellge 
using Firsthand products. 


Digi op: Nick Graham. 


Lighting: Scott Hobson-Jones 
and Carissa Harrod. 


» Which Elvish combat skill would you say 

» you're most accomplished at, Morfydd? 

: Clark: I like the swordplay stuff, but I did 
archery this year and I really enjoyed it. 
Vickers: Youre particularly good at archery. 
Clark: Apparently I was best in the whole 
class, which was a big surprise, as I can’t throw 
a ball. So for anyone out there who thinks 
they’d be rubbish at archery because they’ve 
never scored in netball, don’t worry: it’s 

. adifferent thing. 

’ Vickers: You sent me a photo and it showed all 

: the arrows in the bull’s eye. Did you set that up? 

Clark: No! And also the other holes around it 

are not mine. They were someone else’s. I’m 

serious! So that was really fun. It’s also just 

amazing holding a bow; they’re so beautiful. The 
guy who taught us how to... How to... (grasps for 
the right verb) arch?... How to do it, he also made 
all the bows. 

Vickers: (Laughs) That’s quite a big gap in your 

knowledge there, the word “arch”. For a master 

archer, I’m not too sure about that. 


How would you each say your previous 
experience prepared you for The Rings 
Of Power? 

Clark: I think we were quite prepared just by 
being massive nerds who'd watched the films 
loads of times, and all the behind-the-scenes 
[footage]. So I think we were more aware of 
what we were going into. Whereas there were 
some members of the cast who the first time 
they stood on set were like, “Oh my God!” 
because they hadn’t been as obsessive as we 
were. I also found it useful having some kind 
of Shakespeare background, because this 
material is elevated in a similar way. 


i Galadriel 


Vickers: In terms of the content of what we 
: (Morfydd Clark) were doing, I felt prepared. But when it began 
: and Halbrand, Icertainly wasn’t prepared for the scale of what 
aka Sauron we were going to do. I don’t think there were 


© (Charlie Vickers), + many things that could have prepared me for 


? come over all » what was coming in that first season. We did 

i Rose and Jack i this thing the other day where we had to watch 

: in The Rings ' one of our opening scenes back — us on the 

? Of Power's ’ raft — and in my mind I just looked terrified. And 
first season. : that was a huge difference between the second 


season and the first season for me; I enjoyed 

the second season a lot more as a performer, 
because I felt I had a level of familiarity 

with what I was doing and the world I was 
stepping into. > 


Morfydd Clark wears: Dress and gloves: Bora Aksu; 


choker and earrings: Shaun Leane 
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When you say you were big nerds, are you 
just talking about the Peter Jackson movies, 
or were you voracious devourers of 
Tolkien’s appendices, and so forth? 

Clark: I was not a devourer of the appendices. 
My parents liked The Lord Of The Rings, and so 
did my close group of friends, so I assumed 
everyone was obsessed with it, and would be 
one of those people who'd say, “What? You 
haven’t read it?” So I did feel there’d been 

a lot of life-training for this, and it was really 
fun to get deeper into it, because Tolkien is 

so fascinating. 

Vickers: I’d never read the books before 
starting on this, but I became obsessed with 
them when I knew I was going to actually 
become a part of this world. I became one 

of the appendices guys, and read The 
Silmarillion as well. 

Clark: (To Vickers) You have incredible 
knowledge. 

Vickers: Yeah, but between seasons it just flies 
out of my head, and I have to remind myself of it. 
Talso played the PlayStation games. That was 
my extracurricular Lord Of The Rings thing. 


There are some new faces in this season, 
including Ciaran Hinds and Rory Kinnear 
[as Tom Bombadil]. How did it feel to have 
them come join in the fun? 

Clark: It’s so cool to be working with those 
people. They are both two of my favourites. 
Probably Ciaran Hinds extra favourite because 
of his Captain Wentworth in Persuasion. 
Vickers: I was gassed when I found out they 
were involved. It’s always a real nice feeling 
knowing that actors like that would want to 
bea part of this world. 

Clark: It’s just lovely being in something 

that people are so excited about. I have a few 
friends that ended up being Orcs in this, and 
they came off set saying, “That was the best 
day of my life.” 


So youre friends with Orcs, is that what 
you're saying, Morfydd? 

Clark: (Laughs) Yeah, the Orcs are some of the 
nicest, most patient people ever, because not 
everyone has the strength to get into those 
costumes. Probably the calmest person on set 
will be an Orc. 


Have either of you ever been tempted to go 


completely under the prosthetics and do 
a secret guest appearance as a background 
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Orc in a scene? 

Vickers: I don’t think I could do it. I didn’t have 
any prosthetics in the first season, so getting the 
Elf ears [as Annatar] was a whole new world for 
me. Coming in, like, three hours early to get the 
make-up on, it changes the game. And the Orcs, 
I think, have to come in seven hours early. 
Clark: Having prosthetics on is just getting 
hairdryers in your face. So it’s not a lovely, 
relaxing experience. Those Orcs would be 
hair-dried for hours. I don’t know how they 

do it. 

Vickers: And because we filmed for so long, we 
pretty much got all four seasons of the year. So 
in summer, Rob [Strange], who plays quite a few 
Orcs, would take off one of his Orc gloves and 
you would see a stream of water pouring out 
from his arm, which was sweat, basically. It just 
pools in there. 


Since you started working on this show, 
Morfydd, have you met Cate Blanchett at 
all, and shared Lady of Lothlérien notes? 
Clark: No. To be honest, the thought terrifies 
me because I just know I’ll do something so 
awkward and weird. She is mythical to me in 
the way Galadriel is. I mean, it’s just absolutely 
bizarre to me to share a character with someone 
of that calibre. It still blows my mind. If I ever 
meet her, I’ll probably just disgrace myself. 


How about you, Charlie? Have you 
encountered Sala Baker, who was the 
armoured Sauron in The Fellowship Of 

The Ring’s prologue? 

Vickers: I’ve never met Sala. But I know lots 

of people that work with him in New Zealand. 

A lot of our crew there know him. I’ve never met 
anyone that’s played Sauron. But I hope to. 


Have you seen there’s now a Lego Barad- 
dar, complete with Sauron’s flaming eye? 
Are you planning to pick that up? 

Vickers: I haven’t got it yet. My son’s too little 
for Lego, but there will come a time... 

Clark: Just buy it for yourself, Charlie! 


Surely you could just walk into a Lego Store 
and tell them who you are! 

Vickers: Yeah (adopts gruff Dark Lord-ish 
voice): “Give it to me!” Just take it and walk 

out. (Laughs) 

Clark: That’s what you can be doing in-between 
takes. Just building Barad-dir... @ 
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man, lest we forget, who brought you The Sixth 
Sense (what if a child could see dead people?), 


a Fl} H A T I Ee Unbreakable (what if superheroes were real?) 


and — of course! — Old (what if there were 

T; H E S I i E N c E a beach that could make you old?). Trap is his 
latest “90s movie throwback”, as he puts it. 
“T miss the high-concept movies!” he says. “Trap 


OF THE = ANBS is meant to be that.” 


Like all good high concepts, its premise 
can be neatly established in a single teaser 
al A i Pe n N E D A rr trailer. The gist, according to the two minutes 
and 41 seconds of footage released to the world 


A T ra] Vv ie 0 R S LJ I F i i thus far, is this: handsome dad Cooper (Josh 


Hartnett) and his tween daughter Riley (Ariel 
. Donoghue) are attending a stadium concert by 
te 0 N is E i 7 ? i pop sensation Lady Raven (Saleka, Shyamalan’s 
eldest daughter) — when it emerges that the 
entire concert is a trap set by law enforcement 
to capture a notorious serial killer known 
THAT’S THE ONE-LINE, HIGH-CONCEPT, only as ‘The Butcher’. The classic Shyamalan 
elevator pitch that writer-director M. Night twist? Cooper appears to be that very killer, 
Shyamalan has been using to describe Trap, watching a livestream video of a victim on his 
his 16th feature film. It’s a brilliantly neat and phone during the gig. 
typically efficient job for a filmmaker who has Released in April, the trailer instantly 
become the king of high concepts. This is the electrified the internet. Over 22 million 
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Clockwise from main: Singer Lady Raven 
(Saleka); Dad Cooper (Josh Hartnett) and 
daughter Riley (Ariel Donoghue) at Lady 
Raven’s show; Writer-director M. Night 


Shyamalan with daughter Saleka on set; 


Cooper becomes concerned. 


J 


people watched it, inspiring fan theories from 
the plausible (there may be more than one 
killer!) to the kooky (it’s a stealth Sixth Sense 
sequel!) to the downright bonkers (Cooper’s 
daughter is a vampire!) — alongside a debate 
about whether it gave the big twist away too soon. 

“The response [to the trailer] was so 
amazing,” Shyamalan says now, clearly thrilled. 
But ask him whether the big twist really 
has been spoiled, and he’ll simply smile 
enigmatically, before launching into a puckish 
giggle. “Who can say?” he laughs. “But I did 
know that that was how I was going to sell it 
when we were shooting.” Shyamalan has 
become adept at clever marketing, ever since 
being disappointed with Unbreakable’s ad 
campaign (which sold the film as a psychological 
thriller, rather than a comic-book movie, as he 
had preferred). Everything in this trailer was 
extremely deliberate. “The story already 
starts months before you come into the movie 
theatre. As a storyteller, I have to be a part of 
that. I was very careful.” 

With Shyamalan asserting that most of what 
we see in the trailer is from the early part of the 


film, a fair few surprises are still to come. 
Hollywood’s modern-day master of suspense 
has laid another delicious summer-movie 
trap for us. 

And it all started with a US Marshal in 
a chicken suit. 


n 15 December 1985, one of the oddest 

competitions ever held came to its 

peculiar head. That day, around 

a hundred people excitedly arrived at 
the Convention Center in Washington D.C. to 
collect NFL tickets they believed they had won 
for a big football game. They were promised 
aslap-up brunch, free transportation to the 
game, and a further chance to win an all- 
expenses-paid trip to the Super Bowl. 

The classic, Shyamalan-esque twist? 

Every one of those competition ‘winners’ was 
arrested on the spot. 

‘Operation Flagship’, as it was called, was 
one of the most elaborate sting operations in 
US law-enforcement history. Thousands of fake 
invites had been sent out to the last known 
addresses of wanted fugitives. Over 150 US 
Marshals and police officers had disguised 
themselves as ushers, cleaners and cheerleaders. 
One US Marshal even dressed as a chicken 
mascot, a gun concealed under the feathers. 
Then, when the word, “Surprise!” was shouted, 
officers in tactical gear stormed the room, 
making the arrests. It was a bizarre, extravagant, 
darkly comedic chapter of American history — 
and one that captivated Shyamalan when he first 
heard about it. 

“It was hilarious,” he chuckles now at the 
memory. “The cops were literally cheerleaders 
and mascots. These guys were dancing as 
they came in. And they were all caught. It was 
so twisted and funny.” The story sloshed 
about in the back of Shyamalan’s mind for 
awhile, staying lodged in his memory as his 
mile-a-minute brain hunted for original 
script ideas. He had the skeleton of a meaty 
story there, a twisty psychological thriller with 
a wild hook to it and a “playful, mischievous 
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edge”. It was the start of something. But it 
needed more. 

“T tend to write whatever is on my mind,” he 
says. “Our oldest daughter Saleka is a musician. 
We would go around on tour with her. We saw 
her play Radio City Music Hall. The world of 
music and concerts started to become a part 
of our lives. I was like: “‘Huh.’” Shyamalan 
is no stranger to inviting his family into 
his professional world: middle child Ishana 
directed episodes of her father’s TV horror 
Servant, ahead of her directorial debut The 
Watched this summer. And Saleka — who 
previously contributed a song to Old’s 
soundtrack — began discussing another 
collaboration with her dad. 

“We started talking about Purple Rain,” 
Shyamalan recalls, referring to Prince’s iconic 
1984 rock-opera film, in which the musician 
wrote the soundtrack specifically to appear 
within the world of his fictional drama. “It was 
such a singular thing, one that really hasn’t 
been duplicated: write an entire album for 
a movie and make it diegetic, so that the 
characters actually experience the music in 
the movie, not as ascore. That’s what started 
this conversation, a couple of years ago, 
Saleka and I saying: ‘What if you wrote an 
album from beginning to end... and what if 
we set it at a concert? It could be very scary 
and Hitchcockian.” 
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So they had their high concept. The two 
Shyamalans wrote at the same time at their 
Philadelphia home, Night writing the script, 
Saleka writing the songs, each bouncing off each 
other. “It was just a joyous writing experience,” 
he recalls. “It just tumbled out, giddy. I’d come 
down to the studio, and I’d hear a song and say, 
‘That’s it! That’s what I want!’ Then she’d write 
another song and I’d say, ‘No, I don’t hear her, 
whoever this artist is.” Over time, we would start 
to find her voice that way.” 

An audacious, Hitchcockian, Purple 
Rain-riffing serial-killer thriller required an 
entire Eras Tour-esque pop concert. They did 
it for real, at Canada’s FirstOntario Centre, 
with thousands of extras acting as a real crowd. 
“T directed an entire concert!” smiles 
Shyamalan. “And it wasn’t just a thing in the 
background. It’s equally important. There is no 
pretend concert going on. I love the idea of 
cinema as windows within windows. One of the 
reasons to come see the movie at the movie 
theatre is because there’s literally a real concert 
that you can see nowhere except in that movie.” 

The ingredients were coming together. 
They had their bespoke soundtrack. They had 
their claustrophobic setting, a Shyamalan staple 
(“Ilove a single location,” he says). They had 
their wild premise. Now they needed one key 
extra element, something ever-present in 
original ’90s blockbusters: a star. “We had 
a generation of actors that were just stars,” 
says Shyamalan. “Josh Hartnett might be one 
of the rarest people because he is that kind of 
superstar.” He beams at the thought of his 
leading man. “Honestly, I can tell you that 
no-one could have done the part better. No-one. 
Out of seven billion people.” 


cn 
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n 26 July 2004, Josh Hartnett and 

M. Night Shyamalan met for the first 

time. Hartnett knows exactly when it 

happened, because it was at the New 
York premiere of Shyamalan’s thriller The 
Village. “I had friends who were in the film,” 
recalls Hartnett now. Fast forward two decades, 
and a framed photo of that very meeting on the 
red carpet, snapped by paparazzi, was presented 
to Hartnett by Shyamalan as a Trap wrap gift. 
“It’s literally him and me just shaking hands 
as we first meet. It’s kind of amazing.” 

Both Hartnett and Shyamalan marvel at 
the somewhat parallel trajectory their careers 
have taken in the intervening years. Don’t 
call it a comeback, but in a Shyamalan-esque 
twist, the two men have reconnected at an 
extremely fruitful time in their professional 
lives. Shyamalan is years into a creative 
renaissance (a Shyamalaissance?), enjoying new 
levels of artistic freedom; Hartnett, a one-time 
teen heartthrob, opted to swap Beverly Hills 
for the Surrey Hills (to live there with his wife, 
British actor Tamsin Egerton) and became 
more choosy with roles, before earning major 
plaudits for his recent role as a nuclear physicist 
in last year’s Oscar-winner Oppenheimer 
(a Hartnettaisance?). 

“Tt is an interesting time for both of us,” 
acknowledges Hartnett. “Night was able to create 
this autonomous world in that he’s very much in 
control of the films he creates, which is incredibly 
rare in our industry. And I’m having a lucky time 
right now. You know, this business is 80 per cent 
luck. I’m just working with great people.” 
Shyamalan thinks Hartnett is being too modest. 
“He did it the right way,” he says of his actor. “He 
built a life away from Hollywood. And because of 


Clockwise from 
left: Cooper sees 
something that 
troubles him; Dr 
Grant (Hayley 
Mills) is on the 
hunt; It’s all smiles 
for dad and 
daughter — for 
now; Shyamalan 
gives direction 

to Hartnett. 


that, I think he is coming from such strength 
and confidence that he’s able to take huge risks.” 

It certainly feels like a risk, to turn the 
one-time Sexiest Vegetarian In The World (at 
least according to a 2003 PETA poll — bad luck, 
Orlando Bloom) into an apparent cold-blooded 
serial killer. Shyamalan calls Hartnett the “secret 
weapon” of the film, and it is nothing if not 
weaponised casting. Nobody is willing to divulge 
the true nature of Cooper, keen to preserve the 
surprise, but he is, according to Hartnett, “wild”. 

“T’m naturally drawn to characters who 
have layers,” Hartnett explains. “And Cooper has 
many layers. He’s unlike any other character 
that I’ve seen portrayed as of late in film, if 
ever. If you come to a character that’s been 
focus-grouped to death, you have very, very 
few choices that you can make. And this is 
a full-throated acting experience.” 

You can see those full-throated acting 
choices throughout Hartnett’s career, an 
interest in darker material that seems to stretch 
all the way back to his debut in Halloween H20, 
through to Penny Dreadful and his recent 
appearance in Black Mirror’s moody astronaut- 
thriller episode ‘Beyond The Sea’. “I’m definitely 
intrigued by psychologies that are unlike my 
own,” he says. “My research will bring me 
to an understanding of these people that 
are way outside of my normal day-to-day 
understanding.” (At the very least, as the dad of 
young daughters, Hartnett could relate to the 
character as a patient parent. “How often can 
you hear ‘Shake It Off’?” he chuckles, with 
a slight weary resignation. “I can tell you. It’s 
about a billion times.”) 

Getting under Cooper’s mysterious skin was 
not easy. “He was a tricky character to get right,” 
Hartnett concedes. In the push and pull, the 
director and the leading man did not always 
creatively agree. “There were some things that 


I pushed him to do that I think he was a bit 
uncomfortable with and then came around to 
the idea,” Hartnett says. “There were some 
things that he pushed me to do that were a little 
bit uncomfortable with me at the beginning and 
then I came around to.” But it was respectful 
and energising for them both: “I’ve rarely had 
such a friendly and open dynamic with a director.” 

That they were able to have that was largely 
thanks to the unique Shyamalan working 
environment. “If you ask a question, it doesn’t 
have to run up any chain of command,” Hartnett 
says. “It doesn’t have to appease some cross- 
section of the population. It’s purely about what 
he finds most creatively intriguing. That is so 
freeing, because then you have the power to 
make bolder choices.” And whether you vibe 
with those choices or not, you could never 
accuse Shyamalan of not being bold. 


&, 111 September 2015, film historians 
now agree, the Shyamalaissance 
officially began: that was the release 

¥ date of his found-footage horror The 
Visit. In the years before that, the filmmaker’s 
name had become synonymous with a run of 
creative and commercial disappointments, the 
classic Shyamalan-esque twist seemingly no 
longer holding enough muster. But The Visit 
was a hit, earning $98.4 million against a budget 
of $5 million — a budget he raised entirely 
independently, by remortgaging his house. 
Shyamalan kept complete creative control 
throughout the process. It’s a self-funded model 
he’s maintained ever since. 

“These movies are just honestly not done 
through a studio system,” he says. “They are 
released by the studio system. But it’s very much 
an indie environment [in which they are made].” 
Ina Hollywood dominated by adaptations, 


sequels, and brands, Shyamalan hopes his model 
could be more widely replicated. “I really do 
believe in the original movie. I want the industry 
to move towards more original storytelling. I think 
audiences would really like it. Look, I know 
there’s safety in IP. But it’s really important that 
we come to the movies and see something we’ve 
never seen before. I’ll keep fighting for that.” 

If there’s an IP in Trap, it’s Shyamalan 
himself: the rare director who is as famous as his 
stars. The trailer for the film proudly sells it as 
“A NEW EXPERIENCE IN THE WORLD OF 
M. NIGHT SHYAMALAN’, a logline which 
acknowledges the power of his name — and one 
that some even interpreted is an expansion of 
a shared universe, as Split did with its Bruce 
Willis post-credits sting. Is this the beginning of 
the MNSCU? 

He laughs. “Well, to be still doing this after 30 
years is so exciting. They are original movies, but 
they are also from the same author. This is part of 
a longer conversation that pre-existed this and 
will continue after this. It’s so rare, to have this 
relationship with the audience.” He looks almost 
emotional now: “You know, I’ve had number- 
one movies in four separate decades now. Which 
is absolutely insane, what I just said to you.” 

This is a filmmaker who has maintained 


an astonishing creative energy and drive, 


producing on average one film every two years 
since The Visit — the same prolific, restless mind 
that as a teenager made 45 amateur films by the 
age of 17. After a fair amount of lows, Shyamalan 
seems energised, on a high. He is taking nothing 
for granted. “If Trap was my last movie, I’d be 

so happy about that,” he says earnestly. “It’s 
already beyond anybody’s wildest dreams.” 

The classic Shyamalan twist here, though? He 
has a lot more in the tank to come. @ 
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YOU ONLY WANT TO SEE ONE MOVIE 
this year about outsized beavers causing 
mayhem, we’ve got you covered (if you want to 
see two, you'll have to wait for the next Mike 
Leigh). Mike Cheslik and Ryland Brickson 

Cole Tews’ Hundreds Of Beavers is a no-budget, 
silent, black-and-white, video-game-influenced, 
live-action cartoon, shot through with nutty 
energy, boundless invention and DIY indie 
spirit, achieving a gag-rate to rival Airplane!. 
Some comedy filmmakers — Wes Anderson, 

say — rely on being ironic and wry. Others, like 
Nancy Meyers, add a bit of heart. For Cheslik 
and Tews, laughs are best eked from inflicting 
grievous bodily harm on amateur actors dressed 
up as the titular dam-building rodents. 

“We knew we had to start from a fundamental 
comedy crystal that was funny each and every 
time — and a guy ina mascot costume falling 
down is fundamentally funny,” says director 
Cheslik (he co-wrote it with Tews). “For us, it’s 
in that Russian dashcam video of a man being 
beaten up by four mascots. I don’t think he died. 
It’s very funny.” 

The ultimate Little Film That Could, the 
creation of Hundreds Of Beavers was a six-year 
journey full of setbacks, hardship, freezing 
temperatures, gout, a ridiculously ballsy 
marketing campaign and ultimately triumph. 

“Tt’s been a huge learning experience,” 
reflects Tews. “It’s just nice that when we’re on 
our deathbed, we can point to Beavers and feel, 
‘Well, at least we made a few people happy by 
making this stupid movie.” 

That stupid movie is one that celebrates 
America’s great outdoors, its sprawling 
wilderness. Though, ironically, it came together 
in asmall, dark place. 
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FOR HUNDREDS OF YEARS, MILWAUKEE 
has been known as ‘Brew City’, the unofficial 
beer capital of America. In 2018, high-school 
buddies and filmmakers Cheslik and Tews were 
considering how to follow up their micro-budget 
($7,000) Lake Michigan Monster, a lo-fi comedy 
about eccentric characters hunting for an 
underwater creature, so decided to hole up ina 
Milwaukee dive bar to chug-a-lug a few brewskis 
and shoot the shit about their next project. 

“IT don’t remember the details of the 
_ meeting but it ended at 3am,” remembers 
Sheslik. “We had a general idea to tell the story 
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of our state, Wisconsin. We wanted to make 

a film about how brave and noble the French 
fur-trappers were [when] catching beaver pelts, 
but we wanted to do it in the spirit of a television 
show called America’s Funniest Home Videos. 
Before YouTube, people would mail tapes in 

of their families being hurt and we thought it 
was delightful.” 

The story Cheslik and Tews came up with 
follows Jean Kayak (Tews), a drunken 18th- 
century applejack salesman who turns to 
fur-trapping after not-so-nice beavers burn 
down his distillery. The stakes are raised when 
Jean falls in love with the daughter of a fur 
trader (Olivia Graves), but the merchant 
(Doug Mancheski) challenges our initially 
inept hero to prove his worth by collecting 
“hundreds of beavers” to win his dream girl’s 
hand in marriage. 

Cheslik and Tews divided the story into 
three distinct acts. The first introduces us to 
the world — a catchy country-style song written 
by Tews’ father sets up Jean and his Acme 


Applejack outfit — with Jean’s initial fight for 
survival in the barren wilderness featuring 
precision-engineered visual gags building at 

a dizzying rate. For Cheslik and Tews, it taps 
into a tradition of Disney, The Three Stooges, 
Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin, where the 
main characters are forced to survive in wintry 
wastelands, a sub-genre of slapstick they’ve 
dubbed “snowstick”. Explains Cheslik, “The 
wintertime has its own physical principles of 
slapstick comedy that touches on pies and 
bananas, but in the winter, there are icicles, 
ice and snowballs.” 

The second act sees Jean learning the ropes 
of fur-trapping and is informed by an artform 
separated by slapstick by some 70 years — video 
games. “We didn’t want to just do a training 
montage of Jean getting better,” says Tews. “We 
wanted to do more of what a video game would 
do. You literally watch the guy go from zero to 
hero every step of the way, which we’ve never 
really seen in a movie before.” The gaming 
references (there are riffs on Metroidvania, 
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Clockwise from 
main: Video- 
game-y visuals 
abound; Jean 
Kayak (Ryland 
Brickson Cole 
Tews), The Furrier 
(Olivia Graves) and 
The Merchant 
(Doug Mancheski); 
Making a coonskin 
coat; Tews 
watches director 
Mike Cheslik and 
puppeteer Brandon 
Kirkham; Tews and 
Cheslik; DP Quinn 
Hester gets the 
shot; Merchant 
rage; The Master 
Fur Trapper 
(Wes Tank). 


The Legend Of Zelda and Super Mario Galaxy 2) 
come thick and fast, with onscreen graphics 
charting the beaver body-count. “It’s just game 
logic that Ryland and I grew up with, something 
I think will appear more in films with new 
generations,” says Cheslik. 

The final act sees Jean break into beaver 
HQ, touching base with You Only Live Twice, 
The Wrong Trousers and Miyazaki’s The Castle 
Of Cagliostro. “It’s a combination of a bunch 
of different genres we love,” says Cheslik. 
“Jean is put on a Kafka-esque trial and then 
he has this big log-flume chase. We love the 
James Cameron triple final-act where there’s 
three climactic action sequences. We thought 
it would be fun to do an indie version with 
beaver mascots.” 

If it’s not clear already, Hundreds Of 
Beavers is a bubbling melting-pot of different 
influences, mixing them all together to 
come up with something fresh and unique. 
The film’s official Letterboxd page features 
a protean list of inspirations, featuring 
filmmakers as diverse as Ernst Lubitsch, 

Sam Raimi, Jim Jarmusch, Don Hertzfeldt, 
Fritz Lang and Lord & Miller. It also includes 
obscurities (The Heart Of The World, My 
Side Of The Mountain) that might out-nerd 
Tarantino. “The secret is to pick pretentious 
movies people haven’t heard of to seem 
sophisticated, when in reality your favourite 
movie is Shanghai Knights starring Owen 
Wilson,” quips Cheslik. 

To make their passion project a reality, 
Cheklis and Tews hooked up with producer 
Kurt Ravenwood, a big fan of Lake Michigan 


Monster. “That movie just really spoke to me 
on multiple levels that I couldn’t quite put 
a finger on, so I joined the let’s-get-drunk- 
in-a-bar-and-dream-about-movies club,” 
Ravenwood laughs. “They pitched their next 
movie, which I think that night they were 
calling ‘The Revenant but funny’.” 

With a two-page treatment completed and 
every shot storyboarded, Jean Kayak was ready 
for action. Beavers of North America, beware! 
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‘THE REVENANT BUT FUNNY’ WAS SHOT 
in 12 weeks over two winters in Wisconsin’s 
northern woods. The first winter (2019) started 


with a crew of three and a budget of just $10,000, 


the team shooting the film’s first 25 minutes 
almost as a proof of concept. “This movie was 


ahard sell at first for investors,” says Ravenwood. 


“But Mike and Ryland brought that footage 
back, and it was so strong it became really 
easy to raise the rest of the money — we were 
already laughing our butts off at just the first 
act.” By the second winter (2020) and with the 
budget now at $150,000, the crew expanded 
to — count em — five people. Approximately 
1,595 people and $189,985,000 less than 
Dune: Part Two. 

An object lesson for other indie films, 
Cheslik and Tews tailored their one around 
their available resources: a proximity to 
the snowy environment, Cheslik’s skill with 
home-computer digital VFX, and the robust 
athletic quality of leading man Tews to be 
able to withstand anything. » 
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“T don’t know how you would approach 
a casting director and say, ‘I need someone 
who can stand outside in sub-zero conditions 
for ten hours with no shirt on and fall in the 
snow — and none of this would be approvable 
by an insurance company,” suggests Cheslik. 
“Tt was really written for Ryland.” 

To play Jean, Tews pulled inspiration from 
Asia’s finest: Toshiro Mifune (“You can read 
really fast what he’s thinking at all times”) and 
Jackie Chan (Shanghai Knights hive, rise). “It is 
clearly him doing the thing,” Tews says of Chan. 
“When you actually see the lead doing the 
action, it just makes you more invested and 
engrossed in the film.” If one of Tews’ trickiest 
challenges was doing the rough and tumble 
without losing Jean’s comically outsized hat, 
the physical elements of the shoot soon took 
their toll. 

“The shirtless, naked stuff was pretty 
brutal,” the actor levels. “There was one 
day where it was, like, minus 10 outside and 
I got frostbite on my toes. They didn’t have 
to chop them off, but it was pretty bad. 
In-between takes, I would just run back into 
the cabin and douse my feet in the scalding- 
hot water. Mike would be like, ‘Okay, you good 
to go for another take?” 

Tews’ co-stars were a menagerie of mascots, 
the costumes comprising one wolf, one raccoon, 
two bunnies, five dogs, one skunk, one horse 
and six beavers (the creatures often multipled 
digitally). The outfits were acquired from 
the Beijng-based ShopMascotUSA, the beaver 
suits augmented with paddle boards acting 
as tails, sewn on by Cheslik’s wife and Tews’ 
mother. With Daniel Day-Lewis retired, Cheslik 
and Tews had to go elsewhere to find actors to 
portray the furry foes. 

“There’s a handful of amazing film 
professionals on Beavers,” clarifies Tews. 

“But by and large it was just a lot of buddies 
that were getting to be in our movie. We 
basically just said, ‘Hey, can you come dress 
up like a beaver and we'll pay you in beer?’ 
‘Sure!’”” The genius of the beaver costume meant 
that the actors’ faces were covered up and 
therefore interchangeable, allowing whichever 
buddy was available that day to play the role. 
Cheklis became very specific in his direction of 
amateur actors. 
: “They all came in with all this research 

_ about how animals behave,” says Cheslik. “We 


We 
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Beavers; Tews and 
critters in a dust-up 
choreographed by 
Jon Truei; Tews, 
Cheslik and 
producer Kurt 
Ravenwood at the 
‘fur carpet’ LA 
premiere; A beaver 
interrupts the Great 
Lakes Roadshow 
Q8A; Love is... an 
oversized beaver 
hat; Kayak on trial 
for trapping. 


said, ‘No, just stand there. Do nothing.’ I’m like 
Robert Bresson in that way.” 

Post-production ran concurrently with 
the Hundreds Of Beavers shoot, Cheslik 
adding visual effects using After Effects, 
an Adobe application that creates motion 
graphics, compositing and, crucially, beaver- 
duplication — in one shot, hordes of eager 
beavers chase Jean the way natives chase 
Indiana Jones. “It was a good morale-booster,” 
says Tews of seeing the footage mid-shoot. 

“It showed the crew that all of their hard 

work lugging all this heavy equipment into the 
deep woods in the snow was not for naught.” 
Cheslik created 1,500 shots, with only six shots 
not requiring any After Effects alchemy. “We 
had to make the location stuff look faker, and 
make the fake stuff look as real as possible so 
we'd all meet in the middle and it’d look a little 
intentionally bad.” 

After the film wrapped, Cheslik carried on 
with the painstaking VFX for a further two 
years. When the film was finished, everybody 
sat down (with a beer, obvs) to enjoy the frozen 
fruits of their labour. “I just remember feeling 
very happy, like ’d had some small part in 
cinema history,” says Ravenwood. “Honestly, 
Thope it doesn’t sound too hyperbolic. I just 
felt really, really good about the movie.” 

But after all the years of toil and trouble 
to get the film made, its struggles weren’t 


over yet. 
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IN OCTOBER 2022, HUNDREDS OF BEAVERS 
premiered virtually (this was the tail end of 
Covid) in the Burnt End strands at the Fantastic 
Festival in Austin, Texas. The film made 
subsequent stops at the Fantasia Festival 

in Montreal and the Sitges Film Festival, 
playing many smaller festivals in-between 
(Ravenwood over-indulged during festival 
season and developed gout). It won awards 

and audience hearts, but this didn’t translate 
into a sniff of full-blown theatrical distribution, 
something the team felt was imperative for 


a knockabout comedy. 

“They (potential distributors) would get it,” 
says Ravenwood, “but there were all kinds of 
questions around marketing. How are people 
going to take this thing off the shelf if what 
they’re taking is black-and-white, no dialogue, 
108 minutes and no stars that they’ve heard of? 
It’s ahard sell. Everyone we approached said, ‘If 
you want to self-distribute this, don’t do it. We 
think you're crazy.” 

So, in true Hundreds Of Beavers-style, 
Cheslik, Tews and Ravenwood decided to 
self-distribute. The team booked a slew of 
cinemas across the Midwest and took the film 
ona two-week tour from Minneapolis to 
Toronto, dubbed ‘The Great Lakes Roadshow’. 

“It was Mike doing basically five minutes 
of stand-up and then during the screening 
beavers would enter and chase me around the 
auditorium,” says Tews. “When the title card 
would come up (about an hour into the film), 

I jump on stage and do a cartwheel, then hand 
out beer. I would wrestle a beaver during the 
Q&A. I just think people liked it when you 
brought the circus to town.” 

The roadshow got on a roll, doing 27 
dates, including six nights in New York and six 
nights in Los Angeles. It eventually grossed 
double its budget and landed on the front 
page of The New York Times. Key to the film’s 
cut-through is the cheeky title, a change from 
the original ‘Trapper!’. “It was one of those ideas 
you couldn’t unthink, and it really helped us 
in marketing,” says Cheslik. Also beneficial 
was the poster by Kyle Hilton, a fun riff on 
760s comedies like It’s A Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad 
World. “It was almost like you had to watch 
it,” suggests Tews. “‘What the hell is this?” 
The self-distribution also helped foster 
a passionate fanbase, the filmmakers able 
to interact with their audience and reward 
them with bespoke merch. 

The film has also garnered some famous 
supporters. “Joe Dante recommended us — 
that was very flattering,” says Cheklis. “We 
met Guillermo del Toro at TIFF (Toronto 
International Film Festival). I’ll never forget 
this recommendation. He said, ‘The hat is well 
built. He said it in the bar. We need it in writing 
from him.” 

After six years of struggle, the success of 
Beavers has had the desired effect. “Now the 
film is in the culture, it’s amazing how quickly 
doors open for you,” says Ravenwood. Next 
up for Cheslik and Tews is a film they describe 
as “funny horror”, meaning that, with no 
plans for a sequel (‘Thousands Of Beavers’ 
is right there), their days of body-slamming 
mascots may finally be behind them. Their 
legacy lives on, though. “A lot of the fans who 
have seen it multiple times have really gotten 
into it and are now doing their own shows, 
dressing up like beavers and fur-trappers,” 
beams Tews. 

Beaver fever is dead. Long live beaver fever. 
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HOW LOW 
CAN YOU GO? 


THREE FILMS WITH 
MICRO-BUDGETS BUT 
MACRO-IMPACT 


WE'RE ALL GOING TO 
THE WORLD’S FAIR 
Budget: $150,000 
Built on a nifty premise — 

a teenager gets immersed in 
a horror RPG and starts to plumb 
the depths of her own mind — 
Jane Schoenbrun’s 2021 debut 
feature is a visually haunting, 
completely original coming-of- 
age tale. 


TANGERINE 
Budget: $100,000 
Famous for being shot on three 
iPhone 5Ss, Sean Baker’s 2015 study 
of Los Angeles’ sex-trade sub-culture 
is a riot. It is an old-school comedy 
powered by great performances 
and that rare thing: a long-lasting 
iPhone battery. 
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SKINAMARINK 
Budget: $15,000 
Kyle Edward Ball’s 2022 
supernatural chiller thrives on 
a classic lo-fi set-up — two kids 
stuck in a windowless house. Shot 
in a week, the decidedly Lynchian 
effort was pirated at a film festival 
and became a viral sensation. 
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It took a long time to tame the strange 


world of Borderlands. The video-game 
series, which debuted in 2009 and has sold 
around 80 million copies, takes place on a 
ravaged planet, Pandora (not that one), 
where assorted lunatics fight for money and 
for simple love of carnage. In 2015, it was 
reported that Lionsgate was developing it 
for cinema. It took a few years to find 

a director wild enough to take it on. 


Eli Roth (director): I’d always wanted to do 
something that involved real world-building. 
Something big, fun and not too serious — on the 
Star Wars, Fifth Element end of the spectrum. 
Ari Arad, the producer, had approached Randy 
Pitchford, the game’s creator, about making 

a movie out of Borderlands about seven years 
before I got involved. They’d been through 
iteration after iteration. There are so many 
characters in the game, and they’d tried 

every one you can think of. It’s like Dungeons 

& Dragons — there are so many possible 

stories, where do you even begin? Then they 
came up with the idea of this [treasure] vault 

of Pandora and this villain, Atlas. The script 

I read was terrific, and of course I came in with 
my own ideas. 

Edgar Ramirez (Atlas): In the game, the 
enemy is the Atlas Corporation. In the film, that 
corporation is distilled into a man: me. Tam the 
most powerful man in the universe and most 
evil person you could imagine. My daughter has 
been kidnapped and I need the best bounty 
hunter to find her. 


The script Roth read, and further 

developed (Roth and Joe Crombie share 

the screenwriting credit), centred on that 
bounty hunter: Lilith, a world-weary woman 
who left Pandora years ago and hoped never 
to return. The reluctant leader of the film’s 
ragtag crew, Lilith required an actor who 
could do comedy, drama and action, and 
anchor a ridiculous world. 


Roth: After we worked on The House With 

A Clock In Its Walls, Cate Blanchett said to 

me, “You're never allowed to do another film 
without me.” And I’m fine with that. 

Cate Blanchett (Lilith): We had a great 

time working together on that film. Eli and 

I chat from time to time. He called me when 
he was developing this and asked me to read 
the script. Just in a friendly way. He wasn’t 
talking about me playing the role. I read it 

and said, “Oh, there’s so much Escape From 
New York in this.” 

Roth: Cate’s favourite film is Escape From 
New York, but nobody knows that, because 
why would you? 

Blanchett: It’s so much a part of my childhood. 
L love that world that’s dystopian but also sort 
of possible. 

Roth: I asked her to play Lilith and she said, 
“Look, I trust you.” Then Randy Pitchford and 
his wife Kristy took her through the game. 
Blanchett: My thumbs can barely control 
aphone, but I bought a PS5 and we played each 
other. Kristy had a huge hand in creating Lilith 
for the game. I wanted to know the limits of the 
game and what fans loved about the character. 
I got really absorbed in that whole world. The 
cosplayers. The YouTube make-up tutorials. 
Roth: I think with me there’s permission to 

go alittle crazier. The combination of the two 
of us, it’s mixing Elizabeth and Hostel, TAR 
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doesn’t laugh 
much; Tina and 
scientist Tannis 
(Jamie Lee Curtis) 
sync faces; Director 
Eli Roth gets 
comfortable on 

set with Claptrap 
(voiced by 

Jack Black). 


and Thanksgiving. 

Blanchett: The crazy asks are usually the 
things I gravitate towards; the things I could 
never conceive of. I think there also may have 
been a little Covid madness — I was spending 
alot of time in the garden, using the chainsaw 
alittle too freely. My husband said, “This film 
could save your life.” 

Roth: Of course, once you have Cate, that’s the 
ultimate. Everyone wants to work with her. 


a. . a 9 
eclectic gang. That included Jamie 
Lee Curtis as Tannis, a socially anxious 


scientist whose work could show the way to 


a legendary treasure vault; Kevin Hart as 


Roland, a member of Atlas’ private military 
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who has gone AWOL and kidnapped Atlas’ 
daughter; Ariana Greenblatt as Tiny Tina, 
aferal munitions ‘enthusiast’ and said ~ 
kidnapped daughter; Florian Munteanu as 
Krieg, a mentally broken hulk who cares 
deeply for Tina; and Jack Black as the voice 
of Claptrap, a very loud robot sidekick. 


= 
Blanchett: We were shooting during the 


pandemic [from April to June 2021]. It was 
originally conceived to be done on an ILM 

stage in London. As time went on it morphed 

and we ended up in Budapest. 

Jamie Lee Curtis (Tannis): The only — only 

— reason I went to Budapest in the middle of 
Covid was for Cate Blanchett. 

Blanchett: Jamie and I had met once, years ago, i 
outside a party. I thought she’d forgotten. So 

we saw one another in the hotel and we were 
sizing each other up. And I thought, “Whoa, 
Jamie Lee Curtis doesn’t like me!” 

Curtis: (Frowns sceptically) It was only 

because of Covid restrictions that I didn’t 

jump on her and hug her with absolute ferocity. 
Lleft little offerings of respect and admiration 
outside her door. 

Blanchett: It was actually the same party 

where I met Jack Black, who was leaving with, 

I kid you not, 25 goodie bags. 

Jack Black (Claptrap): That was 

embarrassing. It was a pre- Oscars party and 

that was the last time I’ve ever been to the 
free-gifting area, because I was mortified to 

meet one of my acting heroes in the valet 
parking line while holding all these fucking 

bags of creams and lotions. 

Roth: When I met with Kevin, he was looking 

to do action. We talked about Will Smith going 
from The Fresh Prince [Of Bel-Air] to Bad Boys. 

I was like, “Kevin, have you ever ea 

amovie?” He says no. I sa m going to 

you kill hundreds of people. 5 
Kevin Hart (Roland): ant 
something the audien lr 
from me. Roland is amili 
astone-cold killer. > 
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Roth: When I cast Ariana, she hadn’t done 
Barbie yet. She was 13. She was doing that 
movie 65. 
Ariana Greenblatt (Tiny Tina): I did 
something in that audition that I’ve never done 
before. At Thanksgiving, my dad had shown 
me this trick where he lights a match, puts it 
out in his mouth, then blows the smoke out. 
bought a bunch of matches and learned to do 
it — very unhealthy; horrible — and I did that in 
the audition to set the mood for Tina, because 
she loves fire and pyro. 
Roth: There was just no question she was 
the girl. 
Florian Munteanu (Krieg): I think I was the 
last to join the cast. I’m still pretty new to the 
craft of acting. Joining this, it’s like ’'ma football 
player who’s coming out from the youth team 
and then immediately playing with Ronaldo 
and Messi. 
Roth: I felt like a combination of a father and 
amad scientist putting all these people together. 
Youre picking people who you love just on 
instinct, hoping they'll get along. 
Curtis: We couldn’t be close to each other. 
The first time I was with any cast, after all the 
clearances and tests, it was a gathering of the 
few actors who were there at the time. It was 
Cate, Florian, [Benjamin Byron] Davis, who 
plays the driver of our truck, and me. 
Munteanu: I’m just there soaking everything in. 
Curtis: We were sitting around talking about 
acting. Florian was talking about working with 
Sylvester Stallone and how he insisted on deep 
character work. Cate was talking about theatre. 
Ben, who’s an acting teacher as well as an actor, 
was talking about his methodology. I am the 
untrained, 45-year veteran who’s never done 
aplay. I looked at them and I started to cry. 
I said, “Tannis has autism. When I was 
eparing, 1 understood the dialogue, but 
idn’t understand how isolated she felt. You 
s talkin acting preparation, it’s like 
ntonese.” I found Tannis in 


mediately became like 
he would play with 
ure I was going to school. 
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Left: Tina, always 
rabbiting on. Right: 
Atlas (Edgar Ramirez, 
centre) cuts a cool 
figure. Below, top 
to bottom: Dressed 
to kill; Was it too 
much to expect 

a proper instruction 
booklet?; Battered 
robot Claptrap. 


Curtis: I love being on set and being part of 
acommunity. I get told, “We’ve got you this 
really big dressing room.” I will do nothing in 
it! I will use the toilet, change my clothes, and 
sometimes take a nap. 

Blanchett: When we were eventually all 
allowed to get together, it was hysterical. 
Actual hysteria, laughing and crying. It wasn’t 
just that we got on — it was the relief of being 
abit normal. 

Ramirez: Jamie would organise cultural 
activities for us to do together around Budapest. 
That was cute. 

Black: I feel a little bit of guilt because I was not 
there on set. 

Hart: For Claptrap, we were mainly talking 

to astuffy. 

Black: I did get a text from Jamie at one point, 
saying — I’m paraphrasing — “Where the fuck 
are you? You get to do it from home? Bullshit.” 
They’re in remote locations, working at the 
crack of dawn. I’m recording at the crack of 
noon, in my jammies. 


Shooting in a pandemic, with a cast largely 
inexperienced with action, could have 
limited Roth’s options. Instead, it pushed 
him to think differently. 


Roth: The joy of making something like this 

is taking elements from the game, finding 

an incredible location, putting these actors 

in it and coming up with an insane, fun 

action sequence. 

Blanchett: The gun-slinging stuff was so much 
fun. The highlight for me — after meeting Jamie 
—was doing our sequence in the tunnels. 
Roth: I went to Budapest to scout locations, 
before the city shut down. I found this whole 
underground tunnel system, the beer tunnels. 


They were from World War II and someone 
built a brewery on top. It was incredible. We had 
this massive driving sequence [in the script] and 
I thought, “What if we move it underground and 
make it a big chase?” 

Curtis: The tunnels are where all these bandits 
live. They’re all coming after us. It was so cold 
down there. 

Munteanu: It was minus 15 degrees in those 
tunnels. And my character is shirtless all the 
time. I was F’ed. 

Roth: The sequence really shows them as 
ateam. Everybody just went for it. I kept adding 
to it. It’s like, “Cate, that guy has a flame- 
thrower, but Jamie accidentally shoots him 

in the head and you take the flame-thrower. 
Kevin’s machine-gunning. Ariana takes 

a grenade and rolls it between your legs!” 
Greenblatt: I would throw a bomb and you 
think it’s going to be CGI. But Eli would trick us 
and do something practical and actually have an 
explosion, to get a real reaction. 

Roth: Ariana just turns and shrugs, like, “Oops.” 
Curtis: I was watching Cate absolutely smoke it 
with her weapons. She was [practising] twirling 
guns in her hand 24/7. 

Roth: You’ve seen her twirl a baton, but wait 
until you see her twirl a gun. 

Blanchett: That’s a world I’m just not privy 

to, so it was really important to me to get 

it right. 

Munteanu: When it comes to fighting, I should 
be the one who’s known for this (Munteanu is an 
ex-boxer), but I was really in awe. 

Hart: I had some great choreography with 
Cate. We're going back-to-back, side-by-side. 

It was so good. 

Black: Cate brings all her emotional acting 
ability to a character like that. It’s like watching 
Robert De Niro in Midnight Run, where all of 
asudden it’s like FUCKING ACTION. 


CRAZVANOI 
STUPID 


Finding the right tone in adapting 

a game with almost no rules required Roth 
to think deeply about daftness, and to push 
his cast way outside their comfort zones. 


Roth: There is such a thing as going too far 
onamovie like this. If it gets too silly, people 
check out. I want people to watch this movie 
and have fun, but I want you to know that we 
took it seriously. 

Greenblatt: Eli would give us films to watch 

to prepare. 

Ramirez: We talked about Barbarella and Flash 
Gordon... It’s almost like a rock opera. A rock 
opera with a hangover. 

Blanchett: Eli and I connected a lot over 
Jodorowsky. I’m a huge fan. So strange and ugly 
and violent. 

Roth: Ariana would ask me what to watch. 

I said, check out Empire, this Andy Warhol 
movie from 1964. 

Greenblatt: My little 13-year-old brain is like, 
“Tf this director’s giving me a recommendation, 
it must be to really build my character’s 
knowledge.” Then I realise it’s just one 
eight-hour shot of the Empire State Building. 
Roth: She watched it! Then I told her and Cate 
to watch Daisies by Vera Chytilova. 
Greenblatt: My first conversation with Cate 
was about Daisies. 

Roth: This was all to fire up their creativity. 

I didn’t want us to draw on the usual references. 
Lliked throwing curveballs at them. It became 
an inside joke. I’d put on My Dinner With Andre 
when we're shooting an action fight scene: “Oh 


look, the bread rolls are coming!” 

Hart: The interesting thing for me with this 
character is I had to find the moments to not 

be funny. Laughter doesn’t necessarily ring true 
to Roland. That wasn’t my job. We had great 
comic relief in Jack Black. 

Roth: A lot of my humour goes to the style 

of, like, Mel Brooks’ Silent Movie or Woody 
Allen’s Sleeper. There’s a scene where 

Claptrap gets shot full of bullets. I wanted 

to pay that off later. Everyone has to stop and 
watch this annoying robot excrete this lead. 

It reminded me of my French bulldog, who 

gets embarrassed when she poops. So I filmed 
that and sent it to Lionsgate and said, “What if 
we do this?” 

Black: I was not sent the dog video, but I did 
spend several hours in the recording studio to 
find the magic for that scene. 

Roth: I really want this film to have heart. Ifyou 
have 90 minutes of chaos, that’s not interesting. 
There are emotional parts to this movie. I think 
those are the best movies, where it’s fun but 
then you come out and you're like, “?’m 
embarrassed to say, I got a little teary.” We 
talked a lot about that and how you earn it. You 
can’t fake it. And we’re working with the best 
actors in the world. They can pull that off. 
Hart: I can’t wait for people to see it. People 
ask, “Why did they choose this cast? Why are 
they putting these people together?” I love that 
we've created that conversation. 

Blanchett: The reason a lot of people gravitate 
toward the film industry is that for a period 

of time you get to be part of a circus family. 
Borderlands is completely predicated on this 
strange, dysfunctional, circus family. 

Roth: Everybody would love to do it again. 
Blanchett: I love them all so dearly. @ 
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ARE SO CONFIDENT 


IN THEIR NEW SPIN 


ON THE GOTH HERO, 


THEY'VE GONE THROUGH 


HELL AND BACK 


WORDS HAYLEY CAMPBELL 
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Someone was going to revisit The Crow. We 
just didn’t know who. Since 2008, fans of Alex 
Proyas’ 1994 dark superhero movie — about 

a murdered rock musician back from the dead 
to seek revenge — have watched reports roll in 
about who was going to do it. Names of possible 
stars were attached and detached before it was 
ever confirmed they were true: Bradley Cooper, 
Channing Tatum, Mark Wahlberg (twice), 
Jason Momoa (that one got as far as leaked test 
footage). Potential directors included Blade’s 
Stephen Norrington, 28 Weeks Later’s Juan 
Carlos Fresnadillo, Corin Hardy, and more. 

At one point in 2010, hopes were raised when 
there were rumours that Nick Cave was doing 
some form of script revision — The Crow is 

a graphic novel and a film that held music close 
to its goth black heart. For a while, everything 
went quiet. And then: someone actually 
revisited The Crow. 

When Empire asks director Rupert Sanders 
why, after all these years, it was him, he laughs 
and says, “Tenacity.” He adds, “Sometimes these 
things just have their time. They work when 
they’re supposed to work. I just feel that this 
was probably the right iteration.” He also thinks 
it’s a case of how it was made, not why: outside 
the studio system, for a fraction of the budget 
of current superhero movies, and far less than 
Sanders himself has worked with in the past (his 
first film, Snow White & The Huntsman, cost 
$180 million). “People are calling it a Hollywood 
remake and it’s really not. There’s nothing to do 
with Hollywood in this movie at all — it’s a very 
scrappy indie movie,” he says. “[And] because of 
that, we were able to remain close to the centre 
and the darkness and the violence that’s in the 
graphic novel. The only reason we could do that 
is because it’s not a studio movie.” 

Given how fervently the fanbase protects 
the first movie, some might also add another 
word in addition to tenacity: bravery. This was 
the film in which Brandon Lee, playing Eric 
Draven, tragically lost his life in an accident on 
set with a prop gun at the age of 28. This was the 
film that wasn’t just a film; it remains a hallowed 
target of worship. If you are of a certain age, you 
will remember how posters for The Crow hung 
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for a weirdly long time in the video shop, how 
you wore out the soundtrack on your Walkman, 
how on more than one occasion someone told 
you that the set was cursed, actually. For some, 
the idea of revisiting The Crow is as impossible 
as waking the dead. 

In order for Sanders to get it made, he had 
to sweep aside all of the cult-film baggage that 
came with the job. He ignored the “probably 
hundreds” of versions of the script that were 
floating around. He had to go right to the 
beginning and hatch his own bird. 


n James O’Barr’s original 

telling (the character’s 

self-titled miniseries ran 

February-May 1989), The 

Crow is acomic about revenge. 

Eric and his fiancée, Shelly, 
are assaulted by a gang of thugs after their car 
breaks down. Paralysed by a gunshot wound, 
Eric can only watch as she is raped and 
murdered in front of him, before later dying 
himself in hospital. When he is resurrected bya 
crow — those supernatural beings who can bring 
people back to put the wrong things right — he 
wreaks vengeance on those who hurt her. The 
idea all stemmed from an event in O’Barr’s life: 
when he was 18, his fiancée was killed by a drunk 
driver. He put the hate and other feelings on the 
page. O’Barr later said on stage at Comic-Con 
that the comic, to him, was a Cure song — 
Sanders was there at the time and heard him. It 
was an idea that stayed with him throughout the 
process. “[The Crow] has that kind of comfort of 
melancholy,” he says. “There’s something about 
listening to a Cure song that makes you feel that 
it’s okay to feel how youre feeling.” 

Sanders didn’t rewatch the 1994 film; he 

reread the graphic novel, once, and then let 
the ideas permeate. (Sanders is an art-school 
comic-book guy — he’s been trying to to turn 
Charles Burns’ Black Hole, a story about sexually 
transmitted, grotesque physical mutations in 
teenagers that renders them social outcasts, into 


a movie for 20 years.) He even made a Black 
Hole short film, and says it’s the closest DNA in 
his work to The Crow — you can watch it on his 
website). He researched the spiritual history of 
crows across cultures: how they are believed to 
exist between worlds as messengers between 
the living and the dead, how they are both 
symbols of change and harbingers of death. But 
above all, what Sanders saw in The Crow was not 
arevenge story at all: he saw a tragic love story. 
“We've all lost someone in life, or we all will lose 
someone in life, and we’re all going to die. It was 
really about losing someone and being selfless in 
trying to get someone back.” 

For a love story to work, Sanders needed to 
find a man who could believably be both “tender 
and terrifying” — he couldn’t cast the monster 
and work backwards. Having almost worked 
with Bill Skarsgard on another project that 
fell through (an adaptation of Tim O’Brien’s 
Vietnam-war book, The Things They Carried), 
Skarsgard was already on Sanders’ radar. When 
he mentioned the idea to the actor, Skarsgard 
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needed very little convincing. But before he did 
his self-tape for the casting process, Skarsgard 
wanted to spend a week with Sanders exploring 
the character. 


“That kind of dating phase was what I needed, 
to know that I really wanted to do the movie,” 
says the actor. They swapped films, music, and 
YouTube videos, and worked together to get a 
sense of who this character is. Sanders suggested 
Skarsgard watch Jacob’s Ladder (Adrian Lyne’s 
1990 film about a Vietnam-war veteran suffering 
from horrifying hallucinations; Skarsgard loved 
it), a documentary on the SoundCloud rapper 
Lil Peep (“I wasn’t really familiar with that 
world at all; it came after my teenage-rebellion 
years”), and a lot of documentaries about drug 
use and homelessness. It was all in aid of 
figuring out Eric’s journey up until the point we 
meet him in the movie, when the suicidal man 
sees his salvation in the love of Shelly. We won’t 
even see this backstory on screen. 

In Stockholm, where he was born and 
still lives, in the depths of pandemic times, 
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Skarsgard made his self-tape in a studio with 
some friends. There was no script yet, just a 
couple of scenes. For the final one, he performed 
it in traditional Crow make-up. Did he apply it 
himself, as Brandon Lee does in the broken 
mirror? “Definitely not!” he laughs. “I had 
someone help me do it — a professional. I’ve 
been down that hole before where I’ve tried to 
do my own make-up. It turns out that my skill 
doesn’t translate that well into that.” 

Skarsgard has also been here before with 
the white make-up, the cult favourite character, 
the weight of decades of history — he went 
through all of this playing Pennywise the clown 
in Jt, When asked if he felt the pressure of 
stepping into a role with so much noise around 
it, he speaks with the clarity of someone who has 
been bruised before but is now prepared (and 
knows to ignore the internet). “I think I would 
have been more hesitant if it felt really close to 
the original — but the fact that it felt so different 
from it, the separation of it [made it feel like 
I could] make this my own thing, as opposed to 
trying but failing at something that’s already 
been done.” 

As soon as he took the job, Skarsgard 
“never thought about this as The Crow”. He was 
interested in the psychology of the character of 
Eric — in his journey from suicidal, to saved, to 
nihilism. “That became very important to me — 
that it’s not just a guy putting on make-up and 
thinking he’s badass and saying catchy one-liners. 
This is someone who has lost everything, and the 
only thing that he has left is his hate. And hate 
is destructive. When he becomes this sort of 
superhero, he’s become a monster that he 
doesn’t want to be.” Skarsgard buried himself in 
the psyche of the character, as he routinely does 
with every role, possibly to his detriment. 
“Honestly, I don’t know any other way of doing it,” 
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he says. “You have to go there. You do get a little 
bit consumed with that state of mind. I was 
kind of burned out at the end of it, for physical 
reasons, mental reasons, all of it. It was a lot.” 
But he says it was all worth it: all the hours 
of tattoo application, the nights submerged 
in a tank of syrup made to look like oil, and the 
time-consuming effort of trying to get the 
continuity of black tar blood-splatter just right. 
There is only one thing he would change if he 
could: his... entire body. When he came onto The 
Crow, Skarsgard had just finished filming Boy 
Kills World, an action movie where he plays 
a martial-arts expert. He was in insane shape. 
He was eating raw meat and training six days 
a week. “I felt very strange being in great shape 
for Eric as the person Eric,” he says, after 
detailing the extreme training schedule and diet 
he kept over the nine months that spanned both 
films. “I wanted him to be really skinny!” he 
laughs. “He was not a person that worked out, 
ever. In a perfect world he would have been a lot 
less fit in the first half of the movie.” 


n the 1994 version of The Crow, 
Shelly is dead before the 
opening credits. The film opens 
with her, bloodied on a gurney 
in the rain (it can’t rain all the 
time, but it does in this movie), 
being loaded into the back of an ambulance. In 
Shelly-POV flashbacks we see the faces of her 
violent, laughing rapists. Shelly is not so much 
a character as a reason for The Crow to exist: 
a plot device to give our male hero something to 
avenge. This is something Sanders wanted to 
correct in his telling of the story. To him, Shelly 
was the “emotional engine” of the whole film. 
It needed a woman so “magical” that we would 
miss her like a vital organ when she was gone. 


Clockwise 
from above: 
Shelly is lost 

in love; The 
Crow in 
brooding, quiet 
contemplation; 
Making his 
point known; 
Eric and 

Shelly share 

a dramatic kiss; 
The Crow’s 
adversary 
aims to clip 


his wings. 


“Without us falling in love with her as he does, 
we can’t go on that journey with him,” he said. 
“We can’t be complicit with what he does to 
gain her back.” Sanders had only one person 
in mind for the role, someone otherworldly 
and haunting enough to carry it: the genre- 
amorphous, avant-garde musician FKA Twigs. 

“T felt honoured,” says Twigs, on being 
asked to make such an impression in her 
first-ever starring role (prior to this, her only 
feature credit was in Alma Har’el’s Honey Boy) 
and being given only a third of the film to do 
it in. “But at the same time, I really did know 
that I could do it.” 

She and Skarsgard met on a balcony in the 
hotel in Prague where Casanova used to stay. 
They read lines, became friends, and soon Twigs 


was so invested in the story of Eric and Shelly 
that she was standing at the monitor on set, 
watching herself die, sad that their characters 
were being so cosmically ripped apart. 
“[Sanders] would always look at me and be 
like ‘Oh, I know, Twigs! They can’t be together!’ 
And Id be like, ‘But I want them to be together!” 
she laughs. “He knows I have a real, genuine 
interest in their love and what love means to 
alot of people in the world. I believe that we need 
more stories like this. Where two people can love 
each other so wholly and so beautifully amidst 
so much darkness and uncertainty. That, to me, 
echoes almost what we’re going through now.” 
Meanwhile, Danny Huston plays the bad 
guy in all of this — but he goes to great lengths to 
explain that unlike other battles between good 


BILL SKARSGARD 


and evil, the lines here aren’t so clearly drawn. 
“Tt’s messy, it’s human, it’s inky,” he says, 
remaining mysterious about his character’s true 
desire and identity. (Says Sanders: “The devilish 
people in your life are the most seductive, 

the most charming, and the most flattering. 
There’s something about Danny that just really 
personifies that.”) Huston says the film reminds 
him most of Powell and Pressburger’s A Matter 
Of Life And Death — “That would be the, uh, 
gentle version of our film,” adds Sanders — in 
which love is tested in the hinterland between 
the living and the dead. 

The character is fascinated by love in the 
manner of a demigod who is above it. “Love can be 
flawed. And it can be childish. It can be saccharin. 
It can mislead you,” Huston says. “But yet, it’s 


what makes mortals tick. It’s what makes them 
sacrifice. Is that enviable? I suppose it is, when 
you have never felt it.” 


upert Sanders’ take on The 

Crow reportedly cost around 

$50 million. Not peanuts, but less 

money than is spent on your 

usual superhero outings. And 

a lower budget, like love, can 
come with sacrifice. But the cast and crew were 


tenacious and brave enough to, in the words of 
Skarsgard, go there, wherever “there” was. 


“Tt wasn’t an easy journey, that’s for sure,” says 
Skarsgard. While the role took physical and mental 
tolls on its male lead, Twigs was willing to face her 
greatest fear to make it work: deep water. She 
spent days in the tank, with a nose peg on, trying 
to control her beating heart. Elsewhere, Sanders 
was inverting severed heads into plastic dummies 
to get two effects for the price of one, drawing in 
Eric’s sketchbooks, throwing blood around the set, 
never sitting still. And when the crew’s numbers 
dwindled in the final days of filming, it ended up 
being just Sanders with a camera, a light, and a guy 
with a crow on a leather glove. (The director says 
that crows — in spite of all their dark mythology 
— are good companions and lovely to work with.) 

Later, when it was all over and Twigs saw 
the trailer, she was surprised. “When we were 
making the movie I didn’t really have a sense 
of how magnificent the scale is,” she says. 
“Maybe it’s because it’s one of my first films, but 
it’s hard to tell when youre in it. It’s a huge, wild, 
big-scale, giant film! But when I was doing it, it 
just felt like we were in this little family, running 
around Prague for three months.” 

Sanders hopes this could help form a new 
model in how cinema might counter shrinking 
audiences — not just for comic-book movies, but 
for films in general. “You have to be more adept 
at making things more efficiently, that are 
emotionally resonant, and not just spectacle,” he 
says. “I really hope we're in for another kind of 
Easy Riders, Raging Bulls period of having to make 
these more down-and-dirty films that still feel like 
big epic movies [but] are weirder and stranger.” 

Inevitably, there will be opinions about the 
new version of The Crow. Sanders isn’t worried. 
“You can never please everyone when you're 
working with existing material — but I look at it 
as Kenneth Branagh doing a Shakespeare play 
that Gielgud did [before him],” he says. “That was 
aseminal performance, but it doesn’t mean that’s 
it and everything stops.” It’s been 30 years since 
the last film, and he hopes that in the same way the 
film excited 17-year-olds back then, his version 
will do the same for kids who are 17 years old now. 

“This is for this generation. Probably 30 
years from now they will be berating anyone 
who tries to make another version of it because 
this was the version they grew up on,” he 
predicts. “It’s cyclical.” At least this time around, 
fewer cassette tapes will be harmed in the 
replaying of the soundtrack. @ 


THE CROW IS IN CINEMAS FROM 23 AUGUST 
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REMEMBER IN SUPERMAN III — let’s be 
honest, if you’re reading an article about The 
Last Starfighter, it’s probably a safe assumption 
you remember Superman IIJ — when Superman 
compresses a piece of coal in his hand, turning 
it into a diamond? That’s an apt metaphor 

to describe The Last Starfighter, a movie 
compressed by metric tons of pressure into pure 
1980s pop-culture concentrate. It has Star 
Wars-esque space battles, it has arcade games as 
a plot device, it’s the first movie to extensively 
use CGI... all directed by a 35-year-old who was 
best known, at the time, for playing Michael 
Myers in the first Halloween. 

“They were looking for someone, I think, 
that wasn’t going to be too expensive, frankly,” 
says Nick Castle today. At the time, Castle had 
a handful of credits, most notably co-writing 
Escape From New York with his Halloween 
collaborator, John Carpenter. But Castle had 
only directed one film, Tag: The Assignation 
Game, a movie about college kids involved in an 
elaborate elimination game involving suction- 
cup darts that, as you might guess, turns deadly. 
(It’s most notable for the screen debut of future 
Sarah Connor, Linda Hamilton.) 

Castle remembers his first meeting with 
executives at production company Lorimar, in 
early 1982. He liked Jonathan Betuel’s script, 
but saw some improvements that could be 
made, and decided to air these concerns. “I don’t 
know if I’m going to get this picture, but you 
need a lot of work and let’s start on page one,” 
the young director demanded. “This is too 
derivative. It’s not based strongly in anything 
particular. It just has a great idea.” 

Looking back with 40 years of hindsight, 
considering the ambition from this then rag-tag 
crew, it’s a miracle The Last Starfighter exists. 
And though it wasn’t a dynamo at the box office 
— its competition was a true murderers’ row of 
iconic ’80s films — it has endured. Certainly, the 
groundbreaking work behind the scenes has 
a legacy that very much lives on in, well, just 
about every studio movie you see today. 


ey astle’s instincts were right. Betuel did 
have a great idea: that arcade-game 
plot device. It was spawned by the 
writer’s days working at an ad agency, 

spending his lunch breaks at a local arcade. “At 

first I was popping quarters into the machine as 

I learned,” says Betuel now. “Battlezone was my 

game at the time. But gradually, as I got better, 

the less times I got blown up, the less quarters 


Ineeded. Until finally I could play for a while 
using just a single quarter.” 

For the film, Battlezone becomes an arcade 
game called Starfighter — beginning each game 
with the salutation, “Greetings, Starfighter” — 
that is accidentally delivered to Alex’s mobile- 
home park. Alex (Lance Guest) plays the game 
relentlessly, finally beating it, to the delight of his 
fellow mobile-home park residents. As it turns 
out, the game is actually a recruitment tool for 
the Rylan Star League, aliens embroiled in 
a cosmic war with the Ko-Dan Empire. 

Oh, you aren’t an expert on the interplanetary 
conflict between the Rylan Star League and 
Ko-Dan Empire? You see, the Rylans are trying 
their best to hold off the advancing evil Ko-Dan 
Armada — and doing kind of a lousy job at this 
point, hence the arcade games spread across 
the galaxy looking for help. Why should a kid 
from Earth care? Well, if the Ko-Dan Empire 
succeeds, it’s curtains for less advanced planets 
that can’t defend themselves at all (i.e. Earth). 

Ifa player masters the game, it will directly 
translate to real-world skill piloting a Rylan 
starfighter, called a Gunstar. An alien named 
Centauri (Robert Preston) delivers Alex to 
Rylos, where he’s paired in the Gunstar with an 
alien named Grig (Dan O’Herlihy). While Alex is 


in space, he’s replaced on Earth by a facsimile 
android called Beta — who basically just acts 
very bizarre and weird, to the point that Alex’s 
girlfriend, Maggie (Catherine Mary Stewart), 
now thinks Alex has simply become a dolt. 

Lance Guest had only been in a few 
television guest roles and a couple of smaller 
film roles. Catherine Mary Stewart was a regular 
on soap opera Days Of Our Lives, but had yet to 
make a film in the United States. “Nick did the 
one thing every director should do with a young 
lead actor,” says Guest. “Or really all actors. He 
took one day before principal photography, and 
we went down to Venice and checked out the 
glassy-eyed kids dropping their quarters into 
the machines. It’s not like we were completely 
unfamiliar with the culture, but we thought it 
was helpful to observe the video-game addict in 
his natural habitat. For Nick’s part, I imagine he 
just wanted to make sure his vision was lining 
up with mine. And if it wasn’t, the time to 
address it was here in the office and not while 
an entire crew was paid to stand around.” 

The cast weren’t all newcomers, though. “For 
Centauri,” recalls Castle, “we were mid-script- 
writing, Jonathan and myself, when we started 
writing his character. Jonathan said, ‘I got it, Nick! 
The Music Man in outer space!’ And I went, ‘What > 


does that mean?’ He went, ‘Robert Preston! 
What do you think?’ I went, ‘That’s genius, my 
friend, genius!’ And then we just started writing 
more Robert Preston kinds of lines, pattern, and 
bullshit, and the whole Harold Hill thing.” 

Preston, a veteran actor of stage and screen, 
who won a Tony for his performance as Harold 
Hill in The Music Man — a Broadway musical, 
then 1962 film, about a con man who basically 
steals from children, until he realises that is a bad 
thing to do — maybe isn’t the first name anyone 
would think of to play an alien who recruits Alex 
into an outer-space battle. 

Guest recalls working with the Music Man 
himself. “I would tentatively knock on his trailer 
door. ‘Pres? Do you maybe want to go over the 
scene?’ And, at 3 or 4 am, the 66-year-old would 
always indulge me. ‘I’m a theatre actor, kid, I’m 
not afraid of rehearsal!’ He’d take a deep drag on 
his Chesterfield: “Let’s do it!” 

Then there’s Dan O’Herlihy, who you might 
know from RoboCop or Halloween IIT: Season 
Of The Witch (again, no relation to Castle there 
either), and who is completely unrecognisable 
as Grig, the pilot of the Gunstar where Alex 
serves as gunner. “I loved the way he spoke,” 
says Guest. “And he was having a lot of fun 
inventing alien mannerisms that were at the 
same time poised, classy and weird.” 

O’Herlihy laboured under a thick layer 
of alien make-up. “He has to be under this 
prosthetic thing the whole time,” remembers 
Castle. “Boy, was he a trouper. We fucked up his 
face real good a couple times. Whatever they put 
to keep the mask glued to your face, that adhesive 
was not probably what they do now, because 
he’d have to deal with... not exactly rashes? But 
it wasn’t comfortable, let’s just put it that way.” 

When test audiences saw the film, they felt 
it was missing some much-needed humour — 
and they had one major note. “They wanted 
more Beta,” says Stewart. Reshoots were 
scheduled just four months before the film’s 
release, playing up the element of an android 
trying, and very much failing, to act human and 
his girlfriend wondering why Alex was acting 
like such a lunkhead. This was great for Stewart, 
because now Maggie had a comedic sub-plot with 
an actual arc, not just there to worry about Alex. 

It was less good news for the film’s star. “The 
back seat of the pick-up when I start laughing 
like an idiot? I had a temperature of 105,” 
recalls Guest who, doing double duty as Beta, 
is confronted by Maggie about his behaviour. 
When asked how he should be behaving, Maggie 
offhandedly mentions laughing, so Beta starts 
laughing like “an idiot” even though nothing 
particularly funny has happened. “He was a 
mess!” confirms Stewart. “He was a mess. He did 
a great job, though. He kind of looks a little more 
like a robot in that scene because he was so sick.” 

Fortunately, the prep time Castle did with 
the actors paid off, since time was at a premium, 
which afforded very few multiple takes. As Guest 
says, “A time limitation made necessary by the 
unknown variable of this here newfangled 
computer-generated imagery.” 


Ay 


atl ron and The Last Starfighter are given A 


credit for being the first two major 
LL motion pictures to use CGI to create 

realistic-looking effects. But as 
Jeffrey Okun, a post-production supervisor who 
worked extensively on the effects for The Last 
Starfighter, is quick to point out, “When you 
think about what Tron did, in CG, they really 
just did a sequence. We did an entire film.” 

To hear Okun speak about that time, it 
sounds like an exciting, pioneering period when 
effects people would shout over their cubicle 
walls things like, “We can make planets!” Or 
problems like, “The lasers look like asterisks!” 

When asked if he ever thought a particular 
shot was too ambitious for the time, Okun replies, 
“The whole film was too ambitious! It’s hard to 
use the phrase ‘too ambitious’ when you're doing 
something ambitious to begin with. I was sceptical 
about whether or not any of this could be done. 
Not because it couldn’t be done, but we had a very 
tight deadline. I think we had something like six 
months before the film opened and I did the 
calculation: it was going to take a year-and-a-half.” 

Composer Craig Safan (who still calls The Last 
Starfighter one of his favourite scores) had some, 
let’s say, challenges with this new technology. 
“Composing a huge, romantic score while only 
seeing thin white dots and lines on the screen? 
Thad to score the picture before the CGI effects 


were finished. I had to imagine that a dot was a 
massive Ko-Dan warship! That a bunch of flashes 
and lines were a space battle! I just went for it 
and wrote a very big, intricate, exciting score.” 
To save time, the team would create 
one rendering of the Gunstar starfighter on 
a postcard. As long as the Gunstar didn’t have 
to turn, the postcard could be used to create 
movement. Then, to get the effects onto film, 
asmall colour high-resolution monitor was 
used, and, painstakingly, a camera would then be 
pointed at the monitor and click off one frame of 
film. If someone opened a door there was a light 
flash; or someone bumped the camera, whelp, do 
it again. As Okun says, “It was a nightmare.” 
Watching the 4K disc of The Last Starfighter 
today, the CGI effects, though in their infancy, 
still look pretty terrific. Obviously at the time, 
no-one could have predicted that this strange, 
new way of operating would become the status 
quo — for a lot of the times better, but also, 
unfortunately, sometimes worse. Either way, 
it started here. 


=a he Last Starfighter was released on 


= 


13 July 1984, finishing third at the 

box office. Check out the top six 
movies released that weekend: 
Ghostbusters, Gremlins, The Last Starfighter, 
The Karate Kid, The Muppets Take Manhattan, 
Indiana Jones And The Temple Of Doom. The Last 
Starfighter performed modestly considering the 
competition (it doubled its $15 million budget), 
but found its loyal fan base on home video. 
Castle recalls, “Someone said, ‘Hey, Nick, did 


a you see your movie is number one on the video 


rentals?’ And I went, ‘What’s a video rental?” 

So why now, 40 years later, does The Last 
Starfighter live on? “It was built on a construct 
of meritocracy,” The Last Starfighter fan (oh, 
and Lost and Watchmen showrunner) Damon 
Lindelof tells Empire. “So many heroes are 
chosen because they’re the one, or ‘prophecy 
this and that’. Or maybe they had super- 
important parents. But Alex is chosen because 
he’s really good at something. This is kind of the 
American Dream, is it not? That anyone can save 
the galaxy if they put enough work into it?” 

“Well, I would hope anyone who gets a great 
opportunity succeeds because of hard work,” says 
Guest. “That’s the standard karmic retribution, 
one would hope... which hopefully is the result of 
some sort of merit. So, thanks, Damon!” 

And there may yet be a sequel. Betuel says 
he wrote it as a spec trilogy (which he admits 
now was “confident or crazy”). But over the past 
40 years there have been some, let’s say, snags. 
Here’s what happened: Lorimar produced The 
Last Starfighter with Universal distributing. In 
1987, Lorimar was purchased by Warner Bros., 
who had ten years to make a sequel or risk losing 
the domestic rights. “Somehow the ticking clock, 
contractually, was not tracked,” says Betuel. And 
then things got stickier. 

“Tn the early 2000s, Jonathan and I and 
a couple other people had a script and hada 
green light at a studio,” says Castle. “And then 
the studio got cold feet because Universal said 
that they owned the rights.” After a lot of legal 
wrangling, Universal could not produce any 
paperwork to support this claim. Betuel, at long 
last, got his movie back. “It was like hooking 
a great white shark that was bigger than your 
rowboat,” he says about re-acquiring the rights. 

“T’m actually helping to come up with 
a storyline, and [Betuel] has the ear of one of the 
studios, so we'll see,” says Castle. When Empire 
sends Lindelof a follow-up email about the 
possibility of a sequel, he writes back, in all 
caps, “BRING ON THE SECOND-TO-LAST 
STARFIGHTER!!!” 

With everything seemingly against it, 

The Last Starfighter pulled off a miracle by 
getting made in the first place. Now, 40 years 
later, and the odds against it once again, does 

it have one more miracle in it? Have we learned 
nothing?! Never count out Alex Rogan and the 
heart of a Starfighter. 


GAME ON! 


Prior to the bloodiest Fourth Of July in 
Amity Island history, we glimpse a punter 
hammering away at Sega shooter Killer 
Shark on the boardwalk. Did Brody or 
Hooper have a quick go later, in memory 
of their old pal Quint? We may never know. 


Marooned in the year 2015, Marty McFly 
attempts to wow some local future- 
dwellers with his skills on ’70s shooter 
Wild Gunman. Sadly, all he gets is a 
withering eye-roll from an eight-year-old 
Elijah Wood wearing a sieve on his head. 


John Connor’s day at the arcades is ruined 
when a pesky liquid-metal killbot is sent 
back in time to destroy him. Not only does 
Connor have to run for his life, he also 
loses his After Burner high score. A double 
blow for the youngster. 


How would a Palaeolithic human react if 
they found themselves alive in the modern 
world? According to this ludicrous 1992 
Brendan Fraser comedy, they would spend 
much of their time pumping quarters into 
retro arcade racer Rad Mobile. TOM ELLEN 
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Strictly Strickland 


BRITISH DIRECTOR PETER STRICKLAND TALKS EMP/RE THROUGH 


HIS UTTERLY UNIQUE CAREER 


WORDS JOHN NUGENT 


THERE IS REALLY nobody like Peter 
Strickland. The Reading-born writer-director 
burst onto the scene in 2009 with Katalin Varga 
and almost immediately carved a cinematic 
space entirely of his own. He’s crafted 
atmospheric, surreal, tactile films, all full of 
sound and fury, food and bodies; and all in some 
way the product of Strickland’s retro obsessions, 
sly sense of humour, and uncanny sensibilities. 
Now, Strickland is getting his first-ever 
Blu-ray box set, ahandsome and comprehensive 
Curzon-curated compendium, which gathers 
his five feature films to date — rape-revenge 
thriller Katalin Varga, sonic horror Berberian 
Sound Studio, sadomasochist romance The 
Duke Of Burgundy, retail giallo In Fabric, and 
culinary comedy Flux Gourmet — together in 
one package. Alongside those features, there 
is a glut of the filmmaker’s short films and 
music videos (many of which have never been 
publicly released) — essential viewing for 
dedicated Strick-heads. It is a transaction that 
will — as In Fabric’s Miss Luckmore (Fatma 
Mohamed) would put it — validate your paradigm 
of consumerism. And one that demands an 
expansive, candid, career-spanning conversation 
with the boy from Berkshire. 


Where did the idea of a box set first come 
from — did Curzon approach you? 

It was Curzon, yeah. I would do it even if it was 
just two films! No-one’s gonna turn down 

a box set. It’s a great privilege. For me, it’s 
mainly about the short films, which I’ve been 
doing for over 30 years now. They’re almost like 
a dialogue between my features. I think a lot of 
directors see short films like primary school: 
once you graduate, that’s it. It was never the case 
for me. It’s about trying things out that could 
not work in a feature film. 


The first short film in the box set is titled 
Rising Within The Realms Of Sleep. 
That was my first short ever! I was 19. 


It’s a very woozy, mysterious, beautiful five 
minutes. How did that come about? 

Iwas a member ofa local club in Reading 
called the Reading Movie-Makers Club. It was 
basically old retired men who were having fun. 
I think the film they had made at that point was 
a custard-pie comedy. I was a total snob back 
then, just sneering at them — very discreetly, of 
course — and I regret that now. They were just 
doing what they love. I just wanted to do David 


Lynch, like every teenager. But yeah, I bought 
my camera off the president of the club for 
£15 and made this film in my bedroom with 
Jean Cocteau-type imagery. 


Has it been emotional and nostalgic, to look 
over your career like this? 

Yes, especially so early. Because normally you 
do this when youre at the end of your career. 

I still feel like I’m at the beginning. There are 
many things I haven’t done. It’s very flattering, 
I’m not gonna deny that. But at the same time, 
you do worry — “Oh God, is this a sign that it’s 
the end?” 


You don’t want a lifetime-achievement 
award just yet. 

Depends what canapés they offer afterwards. 
But again, if somebody offers you this 
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opportunity, you’re gonna take it. Especially 


when physical media is in great danger. 


The box set also charts your evolution as 

a filmmaker. You can recognise in those 
early shorts some of the cinematic threads 
that appear later on. 

The bad threads, as well! (Laughs) A lot of things 
had to be restored. I tried to restore image 
quality to what it should be. If it was rough at 
the time, it’s gonna stay rough; if it deteriorated 
over time, then we fix it. That was the rule. 
Anything bad, anything embarrassing, anything 
pretentious — no, leave it in. I’ve seen’70s films 
that were reshaped in the ’90s, and weirdly the 
reshaping has aged more than their ’70s version. 
I get it. I cringe at some of the films I’ve made. 
But it’s a time capsule, isn’t it? Also, you’re 
showing the audience the process. I thinkit’s > 
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good. [Andrei] Tarkovsky is one of my heroes. Below, 

If I saw him making an inept short film, I’d clockwise from 

think, “Yes! There’s hope for me!” top left: Ariane 
Labed gets 

You appeared in the recent documentary messy in Flux 

Scala!!, about the legendary London cult Gourmet; Lead 

cinema. Was that cinema an important part artist Elle di 

of your film education? Elle (Fatma 

I went there all the time. It blew my mind. Mohamed, 

I guess, like everyone, I was a film fan. I used centre) with Billy 

to watch Barry Norman, and I bought Empire Rubin (Asa 

magazine. I’m not sucking up, honestly — Butterfield) and 

I bought the first one that came out, in July 1989. Labed’s Lamina 

And I went to the Scala. It just got into my Propria in Flux; 

bloodstream. I was just crazy about film. It took Hilda Péter in 

me a while — I was 30 when Katalin Varga came Katalin Varga 

out. In hindsight, those years were invaluable. (2009); Sidse 

I feel I wasn’t ready [until then]. Babett Knudsen 
and Chiara 

How did Katalin Varga come to be your first D’Anna in 2014’s 

feature, then? The Duke Of 

Well, the brutal truth is money. I inherited some Burgunay. 

family money. There was no other way, really. 

I mean, I blew enough money doing short films. 

It was one last chance to do it. I was at a very 

different point in my life. I was young, I was free. 

Ihad a very generous boss who allowed me 

a whole month off to shoot the film. We shot it 

in 17 days. There were only 12 of us in the whole 

crew. We could fit in three cars to move around. 

We could all sleep in one house, in sleeping bags. 


Did you enjoy the experience? 
Shooting was tough because it was very 
demanding. In hindsight, it was a good memory. 


I’m still friends with everyone involved in the 
film. We were very lucky that Varga broke 
through. We got into [the] Berlin [Film Festival], 
and after that, I think, my career started. 


How did it compare to Berberian Sound 
Studio, your second feature? The box set 
includes one of the original short films on 
which that was based. 

Well, that started before Katalin Varga. That 
short was a competition entry. ITV had an 
open-entry thing where you could do an 
ident for the ad breaks. You needed to do ten 
five-second idents that had to be narratively 
linked. So I did that, only with that in mind. 
But it also got me thinking a lot about avant- 
garde music, composers like [Krzysztof] 
Penderecki or [Gyérgy] Ligeti. Kubrick used 
them in The Shining. Normally on a record, 
people just turn that stuff off — it’s noise. But 
you put it in a film, and suddenly people’s 
imagination is activated. It was just that 
marriage of academic noise and atonal music 
versus cheap exploitation horror, and how 
those welded really well. 


How did the experience on Berberian 
compare to Varga? 

Making that film was so daunting. So, so 
daunting. I thought it was going to be a piece of 
cake because they gave me 24 days to shoot it. 
What could go wrong? But I was a bit naive, 
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From top to 
bottom: Toby 
Jones, centre, 
in Berberian 
> Sound Studio 
% (2012); Flux 
y 2 Gourmet; 
Musician Adam 
Bohman with 
Strickland on 
set of the 2005 
short version 
of Berberian 
Sound Studio; 
Mohamed in 
In Fabric. 


“I try to find 
the universal 
in the niche.” 


really. It was very claustrophobic. In a way, that 
was my first film. That was what really hit me: 
okay, this is what filmmaking is like. I was very 
shocked by having such a huge crew that on the 
one hand were able to do more things, but also 
created more work to delegate. In general, most 
crews are going to support you. But there’s 
always one bloke on a film who loves tripping 
you up. The stories I’ve heard about some film 
crews getting their revenge on directors, my 
God. I’ve heard some pretty brutal stories. You 
don’t want to be smoking a cigar that was stuck 
in someone’s anus. (Laughs) 


Did you ever sketch out the story of 
Berberian’s fictional film-within-a-film, 
‘The Equestrian Vortex’? 


A little bit, yeah. I did write a Word-doc synopsis 
for it. I should dig it out. You won’t be surprised, 


it was a blatant rip-off of Suspiria. But I was just 
very interested in the power of sound to disturb 
you, divorced from images. 


There are a lot of common themes in your 
work, but they are all fairly distinct, too. 
The Duke Of Burgundy feels like your most 
gentle film. 


That’s my favourite film of mine, actually. There 


is obviously tension, because of two lovers with 
very different needs. But ultimately, it is about 
two people in love. I tried to take something 
which was niche — watersports and bondage 

— but hopefully you're watching it and you can 
say, “Actually, this relates to my life.” I think 
what I’m trying to do is find the universal in 
something niche. 


One review of the film opened with the 
immortal line: “The Duke Of Burgundy 
is the most tender love story you'll see in 
which a woman forcefully urinates in her 
lover’s mouth.” 

(Laughs) It’s consent, isn’t it? You could argue, 
actually, that the one who’s doing something 
against her will is the one who’s doing the 
pissing. That’s the whole paradox. And that 

is aconversation in that film: when does that 
become coercion? Here’s someone who has 
these sexual needs. Should she suppress all that 
for the sake of giving her lover an easy time? Or 
should the other person put on this persona, 
which is clearly not her? (Pause) You know, 
someone told me his girlfriend left him after he 
took her to see the film. (Laughs) 


After that came In Fabric. Did you draw 
heavily from your upbringing with that one? 
I just wanted to make a Reading film. Someone 
asked me if it is anti-capitalist. It isn’t anti- 
capitalist at all. I love shopping! It’s about being 
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bored at work and wanting to escape. It really 
was not judging Marianne’s [Jean-Baptiste] 
character at all. It’s just this malevolent force. It 
has a kind of dreamlike logic to it. 


It shows a deeply ordinary vision of 1980s 
Britain that feels very resonant to anyone 
who grew up in that time. 

It was almost like an exercise. With Berberian, 
it was: “Can I find the tracings of a horror film 
without blood?” With In Fabric, it was: “Can 

I make an M.R. James-type, haunted, ghost- 
like story in the most prosaic, non-ghostlike 
setting you can imagine — the high street?” 
Because obviously those M.R. James-type 
stories would always take place by a misty beach 
or acountry house. A lot of it was just about 
work, and the whole theatre of work, the 
bullshit language people use, the euphemisms. 
I remember there was a job going for a shelf 
stacker on the night shift and they called it 
‘Twilight Replenishment Operative’. So, you 
know, that jargon was all over the film. I just 
wanted to make something a bit schlocky, 

a bit pulpy. 


Do you have any sense of what the next film 
is yet? 

I do, but it’s just slow. ’m working on a kids’ 
film actually. I felt that I was repeating myself, 
so I’m doing a complete U-turn — just 
acompletely innocent kids’ film. It’s in late- 
stage development, we’re hoping to do it next 
year. But it’s not easy at the moment. I think 
also, when you're mid-career, you've got to give 
way to younger filmmakers. There’s only so 
much money in the pot. And you can’t be 
resentful about it. It’s just the nature of things, 
isn’t it? You have to find other ways, or do fewer 
films. I do a film every four years now. So who 
knows, really? 


Are you still hoping to make your 1980s New 
York-set film? 

Oh God, yeah! We just got a rejection on that 
one from an actor, actually. I won’t name him. 
We don’t hold it against them at all. That’s 

had a renewed life because a new company got 
involved. So we’re still talking about it. We spoke 
about it last week. The problem is, it’s so niche, 
we have to get an A-lister. Because it’s set in the 
1980s, it just costs money. It’s just the nature of 
this process. 


Finally, have you considered your second 
box set, a few years down the line? 

(Laughs) God almighty. I honestly have not 

even thought about that. You do think about 

one box set. I think every director dreams about 
their box set. To think of two? I have no idea. 
Every film, you just feel lucky to have made 
something. It took so long to make my first 
feature film, 18 years after my first Super-8 
short. You don’t really take anything for granted. 


PETER STRICKLAND: A CURZON COLLECTION IS OUT ON 
24 JUNE ON BLU-RAY 
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The 
Umbrellas 
Of 

herbourg 


JACQUES DEMY’S SAD, 
SPECTACULAR BANGER 


WORDS IAN FREER 


THERE’S A MOMENT in Damien Chazelle’s 
LaLa Land where struggling actor Mia Dolan 
(Emma Stone) and hardcore jazz musician Seb 
Wilder (Ryan Gosling) go for a stroll around the 
Warner Bros. backlot. As Mia points out the 
window Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman 
looked out of in Casablanca, she fails to mention 
the shopfront below: an umbrella store named 
Parapluies and a recreation of a key location in 
Jacques Demy’s The Umbrellas Of Cherbourg. 
The latter is not only a huge inspiration for 
La La Land, it also happens to be Chazelle’s 
favourite film of all time. “I think that’s a movie 
that doesn’t even make sense on paper in a way,” 
he once said. “Cause it’s opera, but not opera. 
It’s real, but completely fake. It’s happy, but 
heartbreaking. Just doesn’t make sense unless 
you see it as a movie, and it’s the most shattering, 
transporting work of art I’ve seen in any medium.” 
Made in 1964, The Umbrellas Of Cherbourg 
is a decidedly Gallic take on a distinctly American 
genre: the Hollywood musical filtered through the 
Nouvelle Vague. It one-ups your average MGM 
spectacular by being completely sung through 
(in French), every line of dialogue — yep even, 
“Merdef’ — accompanied by Michel Legrand’s lush, 
lovely orchestrations. Yet the genius of Demy’s 
musical is its ability to retain the effervescence of 
its US counterparts but parlay it into something 
more recognisable and human. The drama doesn’t 
stop and start for overproduced song-and-dance 
numbers; instead, it organically floats on the wafts 
of Legrand’s gorgeous score and the characters’ 
romantic misalignments. The result is one of the 
most imaginative, deeply affecting 91 minutes you 
could ever have the good fortune to sit through. 
Cherbourg, like a toe-tappin’ Empire Strikes 
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Back, is the middle part of a trilogy (unlike Empire, 
nobody gets their head stuffed into a tauntaun’s 
guts). Part of Demy’s so-called ‘romantic’ 
threesome, Cherbourg is sandwiched between 
1961's Lola, a film that is a musical in style but 
minus the songs (it was a big influence on Wong 
Kar-wai’s Chungking Express), and’67’s The Young 
Girls Of Rochefort, a stunning songfest that goes 
deeper than Cherbourg into Hollywood homage by 
casting actual Gene Kelly in a supporting role. Yet 
it’s the middle child that remains the most beloved. 
Setting his story in the rainy town of 
Cherbourg, Demy divides Umbrellas into three 
acts: “The Departure’, ‘The Absence’ and ‘The 
Return’. His Mia and Seb are Genevieve 
(Catherine Deneuve, then just 20), a worker in 
her mother’s umbrella boutique, and Guy (Nino 
Castelnuovo), a mechanic in a garage (based on 
the one owned by Demy’s father). Their love is 
immediately tested when Guy is called up to serve 
in the war against Algeria. With her man away, the 
shop failing and her discovery that she is pregnant 
with Guy’s child (she keeps this from him), 
Genevieve enters into a marriage of convenience 
with jeweller Roland — Marc Michel, reprising his 
role from Lola — forcing the returning soldier 
into the arms of his aunt’s caretaker, Madeleine 


(Ellen Farner). Six years after we first met them, 
acoda brings the two cloud-cross’d lovers back 
together, but is there any chance of reconciliation? 

Genevieve and Guy’s love is perfectly 
articulated by Legrand’s score. Starting over the 
opening credits — pastel umbrellas negotiate 
the spaces between the titles in a brolly ballet 
— the main theme, ‘Je Ne Pourrai Jamais Vivre 
Sans Toi’, starts in swoonsome, wistful mood, 
becomes a louche lounge-y cabaret iteration 
as Guy returns to his old haunts, and ends 
as a hushed, almost mournful dirge as the 
ex-lovers reunite at an Esso petrol station. (The 
Americanised version of the song, ‘I Will Wait 
For You’, became a’60s pop standard). Although 
the actors’ singing voices were lip-synched 
— Danielle Licari sang Genevieve, José Bartel 
performed Guy — Legrand sensibly set the vocal 
range so as to sound believable coming from shop 
girls and mechanics. His music is simple and 
sublime; the only thing more achingly beautiful 
than his melodies are the people on screen. 

If Legrand is the composer, Demy is 
a fantastic conductor; his colour control, perfect 
framing and tight camera choreography are all 
exquisite. Few films express the exhilaration of 
new love with more fullness of feeling than 


. 


Clockwise 
from main: 
Love hurts: 
Genevieve 
(Catherine 
Deneuve) and 
Guy (Nino 
Castelnuovo); 
Marrying Roland 
(Marc Michel); 
The umbrella 


shop, as sighted 


stliblaeniinr<sig dine ze in La La Land; 
Guy with wife 

¢ ’ ” ' ve to ‘ aoe Madeleine 
° . ' 4 ‘ ’ (Ellen Farner). 


Umbrellas. When Genevieve and Guy cavort down 
Cherbourg streets, the streets pop with neon 
yellows and hot blues (Demy jazzed up real-life 
locations with Day-Glo paint). To represent the 
apex of their infatuation, Demy depicts the 
couple literally floating along a rain-slicked 
pavement — it’s amoment of pure delight that can’t 
fail to slap a smile on your face. His filmmaking 
savvy is also put to work in service of the film’s 
sadder elements —as Genevieve and Guy’s love 
subsides, watch the colour drain from the world. 
Critical reaction was mixed on release (“So 
studiously sentimental — it comes suspiciously 
close to aspoof,” decried The New York Times), 
but it has always found favour with filmmakers. 
It won the Palme d’Or, earned five Oscar noms 
and has subsequently become a template for 
a kind of lo-fi musical, inspiring everything from 
Dancer In The Dark to Joker: Folie A Deux (the 
trailer features another top shot with umbrellas). 
Beyond Parapluies, La La Land pays constant 
homage — the floating through Griffith 
Observatory is pure Cherbourg; the gas station in 
the epilogue is anod to Demy’s ending — and 
more recently Greta Gerwig has acknowledged 
its influence on Barbie. “That’s an amazing movie 
and astonishingly beautiful,” she said. “I loved the 
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use of colour and the surrealness... Everything 
feels painterly, and that was a big part of it.” It’s 
hard not to see Margot Robbie’s blonde-hair-flip 
as anything but going full Genevieve. 

It’s perhaps not surprising that 
modern-day auteurs are drawn to 
Cherbourg. In one respect, it’s a film 
that allies the power of love with the 
power of the medium. Demy’s film 
thrives in the intersection between 
playful artifice and painful reality, and 
finds both the truth in Technicolor 
opiates and the colour, music and 
beauty in the everyday. Few films hit 
that (bitter)sweet-spot harder. 


THE UMBRELLAS OF CHERBOURG IS OUT NOW 
ON DVD AND BLU-RAY 
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CHOSEN BY NICK DE SEMLYEN 


(OUT 15 JULY, 4K BR) 

With his new movie Megalopolis swinging for 

the fences, it’s a great time to appreciate this | 
muted but magnificent effort from Francis Ford 
Coppola. Rattled off between The Godfather | 
and its sequel, it’s a peerless paranoia thriller 
revolving around Gene Hackman’s Harry 

Caul, “the best bugger on the West Coast”. 


2 

(OUT 22 JULY, 4K BR) 

If The Conversation has a rival for ‘finest 

movie about a sound recordist who gets 
embroiled in a conspiracy’, it’s this Brian De | 
Palma classic. Boasting one of the best-ever 

John Travolta performances and absolutely | 
the best-ever split-diopter shot of an owl, it’s 

also a great film about filmmaking. 


— 

(OUT NOW, DVD, BR, MUBI) 

Wim Wenders’ drama about a toilet cleaner | 
in Tokyo is slow, uneventful and riveting. 

Following the day-to-day routine of Hirayama 

(Koji Yakusho), it finds emotion in the small | 
variations, Wenders again proving that 

anything can be cinema — even loo roll. 


4 
(OUT 15 JULY, BR) 

Colin Gregg’s drama about young sailors has 
been as seldom-seen as a kraken, with no 
home-ent release — until now. Its cast features 
Gary Oldman in his first big-screen role, doing 
some A+ drunken acting before getting 
beaten up, plus a baby-faced Timothy Spall. 


ies 

(OUT 15 JULY, BR) 
Before there was the bird-loving hitman in 
Ghost Dog: Way Of The Samurai, there was 
the bird-loving hitman in Le Samourai. 
Played by Alain Delon at his apex of 
suavity, Jef swaggers through 
Jean-Pierre Melville’s iconic thriller, 
his only possessions a fedora, 
cigarettes, mineral water and that 
aforementioned pet. And so a new 
film genre was born: chirp noir. 
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BASED ON BARBARA Abel’s 2012 novel, and 
Olivier Masset-Depasse’s 2018 French-language 
film, Mothers’ Instinct matches domestic family 
drama with Hitchcockian thrills, following 
neighbours and best friends Alice (Jessica 
Chastain) and Céline (Anne Hathaway) as 

their relationship deteriorates after the 


accidental death of Céline’s son Max (Baylen 
D. Bielitz). Here, cinematographer-turned- 
director Benoit Delhomme talks us through 
some of the biggest moments and elements of 
his A-lister two-hander. 


STAR POWER 


Mothers’ Instinct gives us the chance to see 

two of Hollywood’s biggest actresses — Jessica 
Chastain and Anne Hathaway — going head-to- 
head on screen. Originally on board as the film’s 
cinematographer, Delhomme was asked to 
direct at the last minute, in part because of his 
existing relationships with the pair (he shot 
Wilde Salomé, The Tree Of Life and Lawless, all 
starring Chastain, and One Day with Hathaway). 
“T was impressed by them, in a different way,” 

he says, of the shift in dynamic as he took on the 
director role. “They are incredible actresses, so 
who was I to judge their performance? They 
know their job so well, I was able to go with what 
they offered me.” 


TRAGEDY STRIKES 


The opening of the film sets up Alice and 
Céline’s friendship — a picturesque life in ’60s 
American suburbia, raising their kids side-by- 
side. That’s all rocked when Céline’s son falls 

to his death from their balcony. Alice sees him 
up there, but is unable to push through the 
bushes into their garden, instead racing upstairs 
to try and save him. It’s a devastating accident, 
but you never actually see it on screen — 

avery intentional decision from Delhomme. 
“Honestly, I was very worried to see the boy 
falling for real,” he says. “I thought it would be 
stronger not to show that, but have you feel 
everything.” Instead, we experience it through 
the two lead characters. “I really wanted Jessica 
and Anne’s face to tell us what happened. This 
film is about two mothers, so their body 
language tells us the story.” 


LONG WAY DOWN 


That’s followed by a shot where the camera 
slowly pans down the side of the house, from the 
balcony to the floor, to find Céline cross-legged, 
clutching his body. It’s an incredibly impactful 
way to capture that moment, but almost didn’t 
make it into the final movie. “It’s a metaphor of 
the fall,” the director says. “It’s funny, because 
the producers didn’t understand that. They even 


wanted me to cut it. But for me, this is 

a beautiful shot, saying everything I couldn’t 
show. I wanted to create some distance. The 
film’s more about how they’re going to cope with 
this accident, than the accident [itself ].” 


BUNNY IN THE BOX 


In the aftermath of Max’s death, Céline 
withdraws from Alice and starts spending time 
with Alice’s son Theo (Eamon Patrick O’Connell). 
At Max’s funeral, as Theo goes to say goodbye, 
he spots his favourite toy rabbit that he’d left 

at Céline’s in the coffin. He explodes into 

a tantrum, kicking and screaming in his father’s 
arms at the sight of his bunny being taken from 
him. It’s a raw, emotional peak in the film, the 
first indication that Céline has malicious intent, 
and is part of an impressive performance 

from child actor O’Connell. “He completely 
understood the story,” Delhomme recalls. 

“T thought the best way would be for Eamon to 
go with a child’s reaction. He got better every 
day of the shoot. The church was one of the last 
scenes we shot, which was good, because he was 
much more of an actor by that time.” 


GENRE GAMES 


called into question. Theo experiences 

a potentially-fatal allergic reaction after eating 
cookies at Céline’s house; Alice’s mother-in-law 
dies suspiciously; Theo almost falls from the 
same balcony Max did. Though the plot-twists 
get more melodramatic, Delhomme always 
wanted the film to feel grounded. “I didn’t want 
it to be a genre movie, I wanted it to be a real 
family drama,” he says. “I was inspired by 
Hitchcock’s movies, but didn’t want people to 
think it became a thriller too quickly. Let’s have 
the story develop in a very naturalistic way.” 


KILLER INSTINCT 


Céline’s true hand is finally revealed when she 
murders husband Damian (Josh Charles) and 
frames it as a suicide. After keeping us mired 
in uncertainty for the first two acts, this sharp 
turn into villainy is a very intentional surprise. 
“Tt’s really complex to find the turning point 
from drama to thriller,” Delhomme explains. 
“At one point I wanted to take this out, so 

you couldn’t predict the ending at all. We 
wanted the audience to have zero idea about 
Céline’s vengeance.” 


STAIRCASE SCRAP 
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as she plans to see off Alice and husband Simon 
(Anders Danielsen Lie) to keep Theo for herself. 
Alice clocks on, and the pair have a scrappy 
brawl as she tries to take Céline down — most of 
which is performed by Chastain and Hathaway 
themselves. “We had stunt doubles, but Jessica 
and Anne really wanted to shape the scene,” 
Delhomme recalls. “That gave it some reality; 
you can imagine two women friends really 
fighting like this.” 


LIFE’S A BEACH 


With Alice and Simon gone, Céline becomes 
Theo’s official guardian. The last scene sees 
them on a beach, talking about their future 
together as a family unit. It’s both a happy and 
horrifying ending. “I wanted it to be a bit 
dreamy,” says Delhomme. The very final shot 
sees Céline run after Theo across the sand. 
It’s amoment of child-like freedom — but for 
Delhomme, it has a sinister edge too. “That 
shot, I completely improvised,” he says. 
“There’s a sense of insecurity and danger. He’s 
been adopted by this woman who killed a lot 
of people — what’s going to happen?” Here’s 
hoping Céline reins in the murder, and they 
live happily ever after. 


The tension between Alice and Céline rises from 
there, with Alice’s sanity and Céline’s morality 


After Damian’s death, Alice allows Céline to stay 
in her home. But Céline’s killing spree isn’t over, MOTHERS’ INSTINCT IS OUT NOW ON DVD, BLU-RAY AND DIGITAL 
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HILARIOUS AND HEARTFELT MEMOIR, 


THE FRIDAY AFTERNOON CLUB 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 


GRIFFIN DUNNE’S CRACKING memoir, 
The Friday Afternoon Club, is not your usual 
celebrity autobiography. It’s beautifully written 
and often hilarious, detailing sexual awakenings, 
mishaps, misadventures and his career 
development with the kind of wry, sardonic 
voice that made Dunne shine in his breakout 
role, An American Werewolf In London. 

But if you’ve picked it up in the hope that it 
will be one of those books that trawls through a 
CV with forensic rigour, you might have come to 
the wrong place. There’s nary a mention of many 
of his movies, including 1998’s Practical Magic, 
which he directed. Just a few pages are dedicated 
to John Landis’ classic 1981 comedy horror, which 
was Dunne’s breakout. Only a few more are given 
over to After Hours, the 1985 black comedy which 
Dunne not only starred in but produced, meaning 
that he was effectively the boss of the director, 
one Martin Scorsese. “The only time my two 
professions collided was when my producing 
partner Amy [Robinson] pulled me aside and 
said, ‘We’re doing okay on the budget but on the 
schedule he’s shooting an awful lot of film. You 
think you could talk to him about that?” he 
recalls. “I said, ‘You want me to ask him to shoot 
me less?’ She said, ‘Stupid question. Never mind.” 
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Dunne grew up in Los Angeles, with 
afamous family (his father, Dominick, started 
as a producer, with credits including William 
Friedkin’s The Boys In The Band), and so 
regularly encountered celebrities and wasn’t 
starstruck or spellbound by them. Any other book, 
for example, might have turned an episode in 
which an eight-year-old Dunne was rescued from 
drowning in his family pool by Sean Connery 
into an entire chapter. Not here, where it’s dealt 
with in a couple of pithily observed pages. “I used 
to tease my father about namedropping all the 
time,” laughs Dunne. “But these people really 
were in my swimming pool when I was a little 
kid. There was no way to tell the story without 
intersecting with all of these incredible people.” 

Dunne tells wonderful stories about Carrie 
Fisher, whom he met when they were both 15, 
and they became best friends, one-off lovers, 
and soulmates ofa sort. “It was an endless 
thing,” he says. “When we were roommates, we 
had an IBM typewriter and I'd hear it clicking, 
and she’d write the first line of dialogue from 
some crazy character and then go back to her 
room. I’d jump on and write the second and 
we'd keep this conversation going on for hours, 
without ever mentioning it.” 

But the real purpose of the book is hinted 
at on the cover. It’s a family portrait, shot by 


Camilla McGrath, in which Dunne is off to 
our left, smiling shyly. “From about the time 

I was 12, when I was home from boarding 
school in Massachusetts, my mother would 
give a lunch on Christmas Day for people who 
had nowhere to go,” he says. “Every year they 
would get bigger and bigger. That one is from 
about 1972.” 

In much the same vein, Dunne’s younger 
sister, Dominique — who also got her big break 
as an actor in ahorror film, Tobe Hooper’s 
Poltergeist — formed a haven for budding actors 
(including a young George Clooney, his cousin 
Miguel Ferrer and Timothy Hutton) called 
‘The Friday Afternoon Club’. Dunne always 
knew that the book would be subtitled A Family 
Memoir, but it wasn’t until late in the day that 
he decided to name the book after his sister's 
society. “I wanted to have a bit of humour and 
light to it,” he says. “My editor, John Burnham 
Schwartz, thought of it, and as soon as he 
suggested it, I knew that was the one. It had 
exactly the right feel to it.” 

The early chapters are dedicated to origin 
stories for his mother, who was from Mexico, 
and his father, a hugely complicated individual 
who was a closeted homosexual, was blackballed 
from Hollywood for many years after an 
off-hand remark about a powerful agent, and 


Griffin Dunne, Griffin Dunne/Connie Freiberg, Mary Evans 
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Clockwise 
from left: 
Griffin Dunne 
(right) with his 


g.F siblings, 
é Dominique and 
a Alex, in 1982; 
ae The trio as kids; 
ae Making Addicted 
* To Love; With 


Rosanna 


Arquette in After 
Hours; Alongside 
David Naughton 


in An American 
Werewolf 
In London; 
With friend 


Carrie Fisher. 


“Famous 
people were 
in our pool.” 


wasn’t sure how he was going to approach 
Dominique’s death before he wrote the book. 
“T knew when I got to it that there was no 
getting around it,” he says. “I just wanted to get 
it right. I’d feel anger welling up, and I’d take 
a break from my laptop and take a look at what 
I wrote and go, ‘I can’t believe that really 
happened.’ But I realised that Dominique was 
the pulse through the whole book, somehow, 
so I took a chapter I’d written, of the homicide 
detective coming to my mother in the middle 
of the night to say that Dominique had been 
strangled, and opened with that as a prologue.” 
The book ends, not with triumph on the big or 
small screens, but with the arrival of Dunne’s 
first child, Hannah. “In the back of my mind, 
I opened with a death and I end with life.” 
Dunne wrote the book with the pictures 
of his close family (all of whom are dead, bar 
his brother Alex) nearby, on a cork board, 
something he found comforting. “Without 


\ 


AY 


who found fame and fortune late in life as 


ajournalist. There are stories about his brother 
Alex, and his aunt and uncle, noted writers 
Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne. But it’s 
Dominique who dominates. 

In November 1982, Dominique was killed by 
an ex-boyfriend, John Sweeney. She was just 22. 
The book opens with Dunne and his father being 
told about the assault on her that would take 
her life. The first part is filled with stories of 
her vibrancy. The second half is devoted to the 
impact of her death on the family, and the 
subsequent trial (which bagged Dominick 
Dunne his job as Vanity Fair’s star reporter) 
and verdict (Sweeney was convicted of 
manslaughter, not murder, and served only 
a few years in prison). Dunne admits that he 


getting too spooky about it, it was like 
a visitation,” he says. “Everyone just sort of 
came alive for me, and I could hear their voices. 
I noticed details in the pictures that I had 
never noticed before, and they had been in my 
apartment for decades. Their pictures sort of 
shimmered when I looked at them.” 

Now, at the age of 69, Dunne is not just 
an actor and director and producer, he’s a fully 
fledged writer, just like his father and aunt and 
uncle before him. And he’s not done yet. “I think 
less about a memoir,” he says. “But I’d like to do 
anovel. I have one or more of those in me.” 
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The films of 


2004 


ONE YEAR. FOUR EMPIRE WRITERS. A WHOLE 
TON OF MOVIES. LET BATTLE COMMENCE 


4 


RUSSELL MOORCROFT 


Chris: The films of 2004, then. 
What’s the first film that 
springs into your heads? 
Alex: Sideways. It’s one of my 
favourite films ever. It made 
such an impact on me. It did 
inform my wine choices. 
Beth: I would say it was 

a stonkingly good year for 
independent films, and people 
who were really finding their 
voices. Sideways, I just thought 
it was about grumpy old men 
drinking. It was with a second 
and third watch that I thought, 
“This is wonderful.” 

Chris: It wasn’t a great year 
for blockbusters. 

Nick: We did get the best 
Harry Potter film, by a mile. 
Prisoner Of Azkaban. 

Chris: But as Beth said, it 

was a good year for directors 
finding their voices. The Life 
Aquatic With Steve Zissou 

was Wes Anderson’s fourth 
film. How do you guys feel 
about it? I thought it was the 
first of his that felt really 
self-consciously quirky, even 
though I enjoyed it. 

Beth: I have a soft spot for it. 
T really love the father-son 
relationship, and I was so 
enamoured by the visual style. 
It isn’t his best film, but it’s 

a film that means a lot to me. 
Alex: It’s a beautiful film. 

I think it’s a genuine 
masterpiece, and maybe 
people were looking for 
something else with it that 
they didn’t get. 

Chris: Richard Linklater 
wasn’t in the same boat. He’d 
already found his voice. But 
Before Sunset is a great film. 
Nick: It’s a rare sequel that 


feels inevitable. There’s so 
much emotional weight to it. 
Beth: That can be condensed 
to that moment in the taxi 
together where he looks down 
and she goes to touch his hair 
and he moves and she pulls her 
hand away. That to me is one 
of the most heartbreaking 
moments. Wordless, powerful, 
profound. It’s just gorgeous. 
Chris: Speaking of great 
sequels, and directors finding 
their voices, brings us neatly 
on to Spider-Man 2! Here is 
Sam Raimi in full flow, who’s 
very confident and is letting 
his freak flag fly with some 
amazing sequences. When 
people say that comic-book 
movies are cookie-cutter films 
and you don’t get much of 
asense of a directorial voice, 

I would say, “Take a look at 
Spider-Man 2,” because it’s 

a pure Sam Raimi film. 

Nick: I always think of the 
‘birth of Doc Ock’ scene in the 
hospital, where you get the 
tentacle POV shot. He’s having 
the time of his life. So much 
inventive camerawork. 

Beth: I would venture as far 
as to say it’s my favourite 
superhero film. 

Chris: It’s a great action film 
too, and I think it was a good 
year for action movies. There’s 
Man On Fire, Kung Fu Hustle, 
The Bourne Supremacy, which 
for me is the best of the Matt 
Damon Bournes. It’s also 
massively influential — Paul 
Greengrass’ shaky-cam really 
influenced how action movies 
were made and presented over 
the next decade, only most 
directors didn’t understand 


how the process worked, 

and therefore rendered 

it unwatchable. 

Nick: Kung Fu Hustle, I think 
of more as acomedy, but 

it’s stuffed with amazing, 
inventive bits of physical 
comedy and action. It’s like 

a live-action cartoon. 

Chris: What about Collateral? 
It’s my second-favourite 
Michael Mann movie, after 
Heat. It’s about this incredible 
relationship between these 
two guys, one of whom’s 
astone-cold sociopath, and 
the other one doesn’t drive 
acabin LA. 

Alex: We hadn’t seen Tom 
Cruise do anything like this 
before, right? I’m still waiting 
for him to do more of this sort 
of thing, because he’s so good. 
Nick: I don’t think of Collateral 
as an action film. You could do 
a stage adaptation of it, with 
them in the car, talking. 


Chris: It reminds me of The 
Hitcher, but through a Michael 
Mann lens. It’s so beautiful 
and evocative and really, 
really engrossing. But if 2004 
was a good year for action, it 
was a great year for comedy. 
There’s at least three 
stone-cold classics. 

Nick: Chris, you and I have 
been arguing for 20 years 
now about which is better: 
Dodgeball or Anchorman. 

I love Dodgeball. Ben Stiller’s 
villain, White Goodman, 
makes me laugh more than 
almost any comedy character. 
Chris: It’s been bowdlerised 
on Disney+, sadly. But I love 
it unreservedly. There are so 
many great lines we quote all 
the time. Rawson Marshall 
Thurber, the director, has 
done nothing as good since. 
Not even close. 

Nick: But you still prefer 
Anchorman, right? 


Portraits: Marco Vittur 


Chris: I still prefer 
Anchorman. For me, it’s the 
greatest comedy of the last 

30 years. It’s exactly my brand 
of goofy, off-the-wall, surreal 
humour. I think Steve Carell 
should have been nominated 
for Best Supporting Actor 
that year. 

Beth: Anchorman is a film 
Thold dear to my heart. I feel 
as soon as I press ‘play’, 

I will be able to remember 
every single word of it. 

Alex: I had a massive 
Anchorman phase, but it 
hasn’t left the same sort 

of residue with me. Step 
Brothers has an added layer 

of something. 

Nick: I love Team America: 
World Police, which is the best 
Matt Damon film of 2004. The 
sex scene with the puppets is 
just incredible. 

Chris: It’s very close to the 
edge. For me, it was a grower, 


not a shower. I didn’t love it 
the first time I saw it, but I’ve 
seen it a couple of times since 
and it’s great. That ‘America, 
Fuck Yeah’ wasn’t even 
nominated for Best Original 
Song is understandable, 

but a disgrace. 

Nick: It’s surprisingly catchy. 
Chris: But the third comedy 
classic of that year is Shaun Of 
The Dead, isn’t it? A film I fell 
in love with the second I saw it. 
Alex: It is a little masterpiece. 
It’s acomedy with horror 
elements, but it’s not really 
ascary film. I feel like people 
have never stopped loving 
that film. 

Chris: It’s so assured, it’s so 
confident. The screenplay is 
meticulously constructed with 
all the set-ups and callbacks 
and pay-offs. 

Nick: It’s got every type of 
humour, but it doesn’t just 

go for laughs; it’s going for 


something else. 

Beth: The first time I watched 
it, I cried more than I laughed. 
The last half-hour in the 

pub destroyed me. There’s 
nothing scarier than losing 

a parent. 

Nick: It was so bold, to not 
disguise the fact it’s a British 
film, but to double down on 
that. And that’s what people all 
over the world responded to. 
Chris: It was also a good year 
for films with “dead” in the 
title. I love Zack Snyder’s 
Dawn Of The Dead, even 
though I was very sceptical 
about it going in. And then 
there’s Shane Meadows’ and 
Paddy Considine’s Dead Man’s 
Shoes. Which is so powerful, so 
haunting. 


Alex: I will always be terrified 
of Paddy Considine because of 
this film. It’s one of the great 
British films of all time. It’s 
Shane and Paddy as a team, 
working flawlessly together. 
And there’s a lot of passion and 
anger behind it. 

Nick: It’s a soul-shaking 
performance from Paddy. 
Alex: And has, for my money, 
the greatest drug scene ever 
committed to film. It’s really 
hard to have an effective 
hallucinogenic scene that 
conveys what it might actually 
feel like. 

Chris: Thank you for giving 
me anice segue into Eternal 
Sunshine Of The Spotless Mind, 
while we’re talking about 
hallucinogenic sequences. 
Alex: This was a golden period 
of Charlie Kaufman coming 
out of nowhere and working 
with Spike Jonze and Michel 
Gondry to make masterpieces. 
I love Being John Malkovich, 
Adaptation and Eternal 
Sunshine. This is the most 
emotional of the three. I have 
no idea how someone could 
have written this script, 
because it’s complicated but 
has a straightforward 
emotional through-line from 
start to finish. It’s so spot on in 
terms of what it’s like to fall in 
love, then fall out of love and 
sort of hate each other but also 
be bound together. 

Nick: It’s such a simple 

idea — if you could erase all 
the pain and anguish of 

a break-up, would you push 
that button? And there’s so 
much visual invention. 

Beth: I saw this film as 

a teenager, and it was as close 
to a perfect film as I’d ever 
seen. It’s not lost its shine 

at all. 

Chris: Right, enough 
squabbling. Let’s vote! 
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ALBERTO DE MARTINO 


FANS OF ITALIAN genre cinema tend to revere 
directors Sergio Leone, Mario Bava and Dario 
Argento — specialists in cowboy films, horror 
movies and a brand of twisty thriller known 

as the giallo. Ona tier below are cultier names 
like Antonio Margheriti, Lucio Fulci and Sergio 
Martino, who enthusiastically turned their 
hands to whatever was the craze that year — 
mythic muscleman, spaghetti Western, superspy, 
sexy comedy, cop action, zombie horror. 

You have to dig deep to find enthusiasm for 
Alberto De Martino (1929-2015), yet the recent 
Blu-ray releases of a couple of his bigger films 
(Blazing Magnum, The Antichrist) should inspire 
a deep dive into his strange, exciting, derivative, 
weirdly endearing output. His filmography 
covers all the crazes (filoni, in Italian) — The 
Invincible Gladiator, Medusa Against The Son Of 
Hercules (guess who wins?), The Blancheville 
Monster, 100,000 Dollars For Ringo, Special 
Mission Lady Chaplin, Django Shoots First, Carnal 
Circuit, The Killer Is On the Phone, Miami Golem. 

De Martino was a supremely shameless rip- 
off artist. In 1967, with the 007 boom in full swing, 
he hired Neil Connery — Sean’s brother — to play 
a character teased as James Bond’s brother in O.K. 
Connery (aka ‘Operation Kid Brother’). He brought 
in actors from the real Bonds (Bernard Lee and 
Lois Maxwell as not-quite M and Moneypenny) 
to sell the illusion. He even commissioned a 
killer Bond-type theme tune (‘O.K. Connery’), 
though the warbled theme of Mission Special 


CRYPT KEEPERS 


(DIGITAL) 

Cool, cerebral Czech sci-fi. 
In the future, the violently 
dead can be resurrected 
from a brain back-up, so 

when someone’s killed and 

their back-up wiped, it 
counts as absolute murder. 

Cop-with-a-grudge Andrea 

Mohylova investigates 
a double-double 
homicide and uncovers 
corporate conspiracy. 


(DIGITAL, BLU-RAY) 
Hedge-fund manager Liam 
Neeson is stuck in a booby- 
trapped car with his kids as 
a mystery voice forces him 

into an extortion scheme. 

It’s the fourth take on this 
script, after the Spanish E/ 
Desconocido, the German 
Steig. Nicht. Aus! and the 

South Korean Hard Hit. 

Neeson’s patented grumpy 
desperation is wearing thin. 
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Top: 1974’s Exorcist-like The Antichrist — but will there be 
pea soup? Above: Bond knock-off O.K. Connery (1967). 


(DIGITAL) 
Bride-to-be Natalie Burn 
leaves Ser’Darius Blain at 

the altar and his tuxedoed 
pals — including smarmy 
Cam Gigandet and gloomy 
Orlando Jones — try to drag 
her back to the wedding. 
Twist: they’re all deadly 
assassins and her wedding 
jitters have a body count. 
A just-okay film, but Burn 
has amazing action moves. 


FINAL CUT 


Lady Chaplin is even more of an earworm. 
When he wasn’t being sued or mysteriously 
blown up in a yacht off Cannes, De Martino got 
even more into the imitation habit. After The 
Exorcist packed theatres, he made the even more 
Catholic possession picture The Antichrist (aka 
‘The Tempter’), which also lifted images from Ken 
Russell’s The Devils. When The Omen did business, 
he had Kirk Douglas sub for Gregory Peck in 
Holocaust 2000, which has the best helicopter- 
blade-to-bonce death ever (in case the parallel 
wasn’t obvious enough, it was renamed ‘The 
Chosen’ in America). Superman made you believe 
aman could fly, so De Martino’s The Pumaman 
made you believe something about Aztec magic 
and a golden mask, to accept a cloaked good guy 
tussling with Donald Pleasence as the evil Kobras. 
To my mind, De Martino’s masterpiece is 
Blazing Magnum (1976), a made-in-Canada Dirty 
Harry clone (one of its alternate titles is ‘Tough 
Tony’) with practically genocidal cop Stuart 
Whitman on a vengeance crusade in Montreal 
after his sister is killed. Another alternate title is 
‘Strange Shadows In An Empty Room’, since it’s 
also a giallo with seamy suspects played by Martin 
Landau, Gayle Hunnicutt and Mia Farrow’s sister 
Tisa. For once, Alberto got to a major player before 
Cubby Broccoli: he brought in stunt driver/co- 
ordinator Rémy Julienne (later a Bond mainstay), 
which is why this mid-list throwaway features an 
incredible (and authentically dangerous-looking) 
car chase which rates up there with Bullitt or The 
French Connection. Not to mention Whitman in 
a brutal brawl with three hard-as-painted-nails 
drag queens and Farrow in a nerve-racking 
blind-girl-near-a-precipice suspense scene. 


(DIGITAL) 

This French creepy-crawly 
picture (aka ‘Vermines’) is 
basically Arachnophobia 

cross-bred with Attack The 

Block. Rihanna, a smuggled 

deadly spider, bites 
residents of a run-down 
Paris building, which gets 
quarantined by inept 
authorities. Fun for the 
spider-tolerant — guaranteed 
hell for arachnophobes. 


(DIGITAL) 
Brendan Rock is awake, 
drinking and brooding at 
2am. Confused Jordan 
Cowan seeks shelter 7% 
from a storm, though 
why she’s here makes 
little sense. Then again, 
Rock has his secrets too. 
A creepy, twisty, Australian 
two-hander from Josiah 
Allen and Indianna Bell. 
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THE ORIGIN 


The Bride, aka Uma Thurman, has apparently 
sliced off more than she can chew. As she herself 
has just wisecracked, for a second there, she kinda 
thought it would be that easy. With her freshly 
smithed Hattori Hanzo katana in hand, she 

is about to strike the first name off her ‘Death 
List Five’ at the climax of Kill Bill Vol. 1. But 
then, heralded by the roar of engines, she is 
surrounded by a horde of sword-wielding 
yakuza goons. The Crazy 88 have arrived at the 
House Of Blue Leaves, and Quentin Tarantino’s 
greatest-ever action scene lets rip. 

He’d long dreamed of proving himself as an 
action director. “If you can do action well,” he 
believed, “then you're the greatest.” And in 
this he was as challenged as his lead character. 
However, Tarantino was determined to go 
all-out and recreate the spectacular “one against 
a hundred” fights which, he told talk-show host 
Charlie Rose, were “a staple of the old Shaw 
Brothers kung fu films” he’d binged on for years, 
such as 1970’s The Chinese Boxer. 

Sure, The Matrix Reloaded had recently done 
similar with its ‘Burly Brawl’, but Tarantino was 
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doing it for real. “There’s no computer fucking 
around,” he told Empire in 2003. “If I’d wanted 
all that computer-game bullshit, ’d have gone 
home and stuck my dick in my Nintendo. This is 
old-school, with fucking cameras.” 


THE SHOOT 


Doing it old-school required much blood, sweat 
and tears. Production designers David Wasco and 
Yohei Taneda constructed the vast, elaborate set 
for the House Of Blue Leaves on stage at Beijing 
Film Studio. Here, Tarantino enlisted master 
choreographer Yuen Woo-Ping to supervise the 
locally sourced fight team, who portrayed the 
majority of the Crazy 88. Meanwhile, the director 
effectively learned to shoot action as he went. 

Of course, he knew exactly what he was doing 
when it came to styling the sequence. The Crazy 
88 are decked out in classic QT attire — black suit, 
black tie. While, in a nod to kung fu icon Bruce Lee, 
they all wear Kato masks (a reference to his role in 
The Green Hornet). To stand out from the crowd, 
Thurman wears a far more obvious Lee tribute: 
arecreation of his yellow-and-black jumpsuit 
from his final film, 1978’s Game Of Death. 
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Not that Thurman appreciated the 
sartorial reference. “Uma hated the 
tracksuit,” Tarantino revealed in 2021. 
“Thought she looked like a banana 
Popsicle. I finally had to show her 
Game Of Death. She sorta got it. Since 
then it’s become this iconic thing.” 


THE LEGACY 


He’s not wrong. Thurman is now 
arguably more readily identified with 
the yellow-and-black jumpsuit look 
than Lee himself. Meanwhile, the 
Shaw Brothers-style one-against- : 
many sequence has proliferated in , j) 
mainstream action cinema, as best 
evinced by the John Wick series. Main: Uma 
The sequence also represents a milestone for | Thurman 
Tarantino himself, marking a new phase as a prepares to kick 
director. He’d taken his genre-bending tendencies | serious ass as 


> 
beyond loquacious crime stories and into an The Bride. Right: 
exciting and boundless new realm: more kinetic, | Presenter Sue \ 
more internationally minded, more visually bold. Lawley. 
‘KILL BILL VOL. 1 1S OUT ON DVD, BLU-RAY AND DIGITAL 


Andrew 
Lincoln 


AS HE RETURNS TO HIS 
SIGNATURE ROLE, RICK GRIMES, 
WE TAKE HIM ON A TOUR OF ALL 
THINGS THE WALKING DEAD 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 


THERE’S MORE TO Andrew Lincoln than The 
Walking Dead, of course. There’s This Life, for one. 
The original version of Strike Back, for another. 
And, of course, his creepy/romantic cue-card 
waving at Keira Knightley in Love Actually. But 
there’s no question that The Walking Dead, and 
his dogged sheriff, Rick Grimes, has dominated. 
Lincoln led the show for nine seasons, before 
leaving to head back to England. But Rick wasn’t 
dead, and his return in The Walking Dead: The 
Ones Who Live affords us the perfect opportunity 
to take a little trip down zombie memory lane... 


MEET RICK GRIMES 
SEASON I EPISODE 1 


“T know where I was when I first saw that photo. 


WALKING DEAD BABIES RICK VS SHANE 
SEASON I EPISODE 4 SEASON 2 EPISODE 10 


Gale Anne Hurd, the brilliant producer who was “Look how young we are! I know this is Season 1 “Jon [Bernthal, who played Rick’s best friend, a 
instrumental in the success of this show along because I lost a stone-and-a-half because of the Shane] is my brother. I call him ‘Seamus’, and 2 
with Frank Darabont, was very clever. She said, opening sequence (where Rick wakes up in he calls me ‘Richard’ even now. We were very £ 
‘Word’s getting out — we need to find an image hospital having been in a coma). We always shot fortunate that we found each other. We had this € 
to pre-empt social media.’ And this was the at the worst times; we always shot through the big showdown episode where we were facing off, - 
image they chose. I remember Jack Davenport, summer, and I remember them trying to feed and it was about ideology. Funnily enough, Shane’s § 
who’s a dear friend, looked to me and went, me to put weight on, because just standing in ideology — prune the weaker people, leave them z 
‘Damn, that’s a big hat to fill, but youre filling it, the heat in Atlanta you lose weight. But this was behind, they’re going to slow you down — sprung s 
son.’ That was the first three weeks of filming, such fun. We were just kids, mucking about.” the CRM (Civic Republic Military, which Rick & 
and it was in Macon County. We closed down (Empire: “This may be the last time Norman is an unwilling part of in The Ones Who Live). oO 
that road, and it was amazing.” Reedus had short hair.”) “That’s true!” Shane’s ideology became a civilisation, I suppose.” 2 
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FAREWELL, MICHONNE 
SEASON 9 EPISODE 5 


“This was my last episode [of the main show]. 
Rick gets impaled on a rebar and gets on a horse 
to lead a mega-herd away from Alexandria, and 
essentially this is a hallucination. This is him, in 
and out of consciousness. This scene is essentially 
the version of his farewell, and his love is made 
real, and Michonne galvanises him to keep moving 
on, basically. This was the last scene Danai Gurira 
[who plays Michonne, Rick’s lover] and I shot 
together before we reunited in The Ones Who 
Live. It was very moving, and surreal. I was saying 
goodbye to this family that I’d spent ten years of 
my life with. I worked with Jon Bernthal again, 
and I got to work, wonderfully, with my dear 
friend Scott Wilson, in his last scene that he 
committed to film before he passed.” 


HELLS NEGAN. GOODBYE, GLENN 


EPISODE 1 
“This is the sequence where my friend Steven 
Yeun [Glenn] gets bashed at the beginning of 
Season 7. This was one of the most intense 
nights of shooting I’ve ever been part of. This 
guy rocked up, JDM, Jeffrey Dean Morgan, one 
of the nicest guys youre ever going to meet, 
playing one of the most unpleasant characters 
[Negan]. He had to do this extraordinary 
monologue on his first day at work, and 
everybody was on their knees and weeping when 
they weren’t on camera. He came over and went, 
‘Is this normal?’ I went, ‘Yeah, everybody just 
keeps going.’ It was an extraordinary night. 
I do still think [Glenn’s death] might have been 
when we over-egged the omelette. Maybe it was 
lingering too much.” 


GOVERNOR GOES BYE-BYE 
SEASON 4 EPISODE 8 


“I remember this fight sequence. It was filmed 
out of sequence, and the day after, the two of 
us, these two old men, were sat there and we 
honestly could have had Zimmer frames. Dave’s 
a big unit, and we all got a bit school-yard about 
the whole thing. He’s amazing, David Morrissey. 


I saw him the other day in Pinter, and he was 
so brilliant. I remember one of the first things 
he did when we were in the prison was, the 
Governor had to get in a car and drive off. And, 
of course, he’s got an eyepatch. So he had to lift 
up his eyepatch to see. It was like a driving test. 
It was the most random thing I’ve ever seen.” 


THE ONES WHO LOVE 
THE WALKING DEAD: THE ONES WHO LIVE 


EPISODE 3 

“This was the reason for doing The Ones Who 
Live. We could have walked away from the show, 
but we thought, ‘Why not reunite these two lovers 
and see if their love has survived, if they’re still 


MIND THAT HELMET 
SEASON 7 erisove 10 

“T think I got impaled a bit by the helmet. 

I would wake up in the morning and it was like 
I'd been on a night out in the 90s. I would have 
bruises and cuts and I was like, “‘Where...? How...?” 
This was in the dumps, and this is Gino [Crognale], 
one of the guys who works at [special effects/ 
prosthetics house] KNB. He’s a nutter. He’s one of 
the nicest people I’ve ever met, but he’s the guy 
that goes in all the hardcore costumes. This was 
such a bonkers day. My children were on set that 
day and they were barely ever on set for obvious 
reasons. But I remember my daughter doing the 
clapper board at the beginning of that scene.” 


the same people after all that time and distance 
apart?’ The moment we were able to meet one 
another on camera, the air changed, and it all 
made sense.” (Empire: “We can see here Rick has 
a prosthetic arm, which he didn’t have last time we 
saw him.”) “In the comic book, Rick Grimes loses 
his hand. Look, I’ve been calling for losing my 
hand for about eight seasons. Now I’ma producer, 
I got to cut my own hand off. I had to lose it on 
day two of the shoot, and as soon as I did I said, 
‘Oh no, this is going to be quite challenging!” 


THE WALKING DEAD: THE ONES WHO LIVE, AND EVERY SEASON 
OF THE WALKING DEAD, ARE AVAILABLE NOW ON SKY MAX/NOW 
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The 
Ultimate 
Empire 
QUIZ 


EVERY MONTH, WE WILL TEST 
YOUR MOVIE KNOWLEDGE. 
ARE YOU READY? 
[THIS MONTH | 


When did King Kong make his first 
appearance on the big screen? 


And while we’re on that subject, who 
directed the film? 


Kong was brought to life by which 
special-effects genius (who went on to 
become the mentor of Ray Harryhausen)? 


What was the name of the direct sequel to 
the original King Kong? 


Which characters returned from King Kong 
for that movie? 


In the 1976 movie, which building does 
Kong climb up at the end? 


& 


Which special-effects legend co- 
created and donned the ape suit for 
the 1976 movie? 


In Peter Jackson’s 2005 remake, Andy 

Serkis donned the performance-capture 
suit to play Kong. But which other character 
does he play? 


Before Godzilla Vs. Kong, the two 
characters clashed in a Toho Studios movie 
in 1962. What was it called? 


i0 Including the two Toho Studios movies, 
how many official Kong movies have 
been made for cinemas? 


(| (| Which version of Kong has won the most 

Oscars, with three, including Best Visual 
Effects, Best Sound Editing and Best 
Achievement In Sound Mixing? 


i2 And which Kong movie has made the 
most money at the worldwide box office? 


13 Kong: Skull Island was released in 2017. 
But in which decade is it primarily set? 


14 Two people came together to play Kong 
for Skull Island. Who are they? 


15 John Goodman would go on to reprise his 
Kong: Skull Island role as Bill Randa. But 
where did he pop up again? 


(1G In Adam Wingard’s Kong movies, Brian 
Tyree Henry plays a conspiracy-theorist 
podcaster. What is the name of his podcast? 


| Dan Stevens is introduced, memorably, 
in Godzilla x Kong: The New Empire, 

performing a tooth extraction on a comatose 

Kong. But which song soundtracks his arrival? 


| Who’s missing from the following 
sequence, and why? Fay Wray/Naomi 

Watts, Robert Armstrong/Jack Black, Bruce 

Cabot/Adrien Brody, Frank Reicher/XX. 


| Name the dinosaurs Kong battles in a 
notable scene in Peter Jackson’s version. 


2 0 Kong is estimated to be between 18 and 

24 feet tall in the original King Kong. How 
tall is he, to within 18 to 24 feet, in Goazilla x 
Kong: The New Empire? 
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Getty Images, Universal, Warner Bros. 


CROSSWORD 


ACROSS 


Thompson, who’s been Agent M and King 
Valkyrie (5) 

Denzel Washington movie that you might have 
seen before (4,2) 

— Promises (Viggo Mortensen film) (7) 
Poppins or McPhee, for example (5) 

Luc Besson thriller with Mirren and Murphy and 
Sasha Luss (4) 

Could be Sam, could be Eva (6) 

Thomasin McKenzie’s 2023 title character (6) 
New adaptation of a prior film (6) 

Paul Newman Western based on an Elmore 
Leonard tale (6) 

Stark kid turned Three-Eyed Raven (4) 
Photograph taken to promote a movie (5) 
Angelina Jolie was this monster’s mother (7) 
See 

Setting for Before Sunset and (5) 


DOWN 


Keanu Reeves and Sandra Bullock’s second film 
together (3,4,5) 
Her name is Sarandon (5) 
David, who helmed Fury and Suicide Squad (4) 
Character who transforms into a stallion in 
a Shrek movie (6) 

Director of the original Twister (3,2,4) 
Wade Wilson’s girlfriend... (7) 
...and the guy who plays Wade Wilson (4,8) 
Spielberg’s small-screen battle between a car 
driver and a truck (4) 
— America: World Police (Trey Parker movie) (4) 
Mathieu Kassovitz’s tense drama set after 
a night of rioting (2,5) 
Westworld and American Fiction’s Jeffrey (6) 
It can follow Whale and Pale in film titles (5) 
Mimi Leder’s sort of impact (4) 
Gene Wilder’s Bloom in The Producers (3) 
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| COMPETITION | 


WIN 


TWO BOOKS 
BY TEAM 
EMPIRE 


ett Bar 
ar = 
TIBROSS 


WICK OF SEMLYEN 


WE’VE GOT A brace of books in Competition 
Corner this issue, written by two of Empire’s 
very own writers. The first, The Legend Of 
Mad Max: The Complete Saga From Mad Max 
To Furiosa, sees lan Nathan delve into the 
making of each film in George Miller’s gonzo, 
high-octane series, that’s now been thrilling 
audiences for five decades. From the initial 

vision to the special effects and 
groundbreaking action sequences, it’s as 
comprehensive a look at the franchise as you 
could wish for. And then we have The Last 
Action Heroes by current editor Nick de 
Semlyen — the wild behind-the-scenes story 
of the beloved action stars who ruled 1980s 
and ’90s Hollywood, and the much-loved 
movies they gifted the world. We’ve got 
signed copies of both books for five winners 
— to enter, crack the crossword, solve the 
anagram and follow the instructions below. 


BOTH TITLES AVAILABLE TO BUY Al) AMAZON.CO.UKJAND IN 
ALL GOOD BOOKSHOPS 


HOW TO ENTER Take the letters from each coloured square and rearrange them to form the name of an actor, director or character. Visit 


[www.empireonline.com/crossword| and fill out the form, along with your answer, in the provided field. Entry is free and closes at midnight on 29 July. 


Winners are selected at random. See below for terms and conditions. 


JULY’S ANSWERS 
24 Sadness, 25 Austin, 26 Zeppo. 
20 Evans, 21 Sadie, 22 Roma. ANAGRAM 


1 Heath, 4 Smiley, 9 Eternal, 11 Carla, 12 Event Horizon, 14 Cutoff, 16 Dancer, 19 George C Scott, 23 O’Hara, 
2 Everett, 3 Tenet, 5 Machina, 6 Largo, 7 Year, 8 Rebecca, 10 Lion, 13 British, 15 Ferrari, 17 Close-up, 18 Jets, 


TERMS AND CONDITIONS: one entry per person. Entries are free. Entries must be received before 30 July or will not be valid. The Competition is only open to people aged 18 and over who live in the United Kingdom and are not a Bauer employee 
or their immediate family. Five winners will be selected at random from all valid entries. Competition promoted by H Bauer Publishing t/a Empire (“Empire”). Empire’s choice of winners is final, and no correspondence will be entered into in this regard. The winners will 
be notified, via email, between seven and ten days after the competition ends. Empire will email the winners a maximum of three times. If a winner does not respond to the message within 14 days of the: competition's end, Empire will select another winner at random 


and the original winner will not win a prize. Empire is not responsible for late delivery or unsatisfactory quality of the prize. Entrants agree to the collection of their personal data in accordance with Empire’s privacy policy: 
JEU! to Bren: GENE Ny of the prize. Bauer reserves the right to amend or cancel these terms or any aspect of the competition (including the prize) at any time if required 
ill not be considered if made more than 30 days after the competition ends. Winner's details available on request (after the competition ends) by emailin 


Winner's personal det 


Any questions, pjease-om 
For full T&Cs see 


mpire@bauermedia.co.uk.,| 
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THE BOWLING ALLEY 


There WI 
Be Blood 


CHOSEN BY JOSH O’CONNOR 
(ACTOR) 


JOSH O’CONNOR: “I just love it. Daniel Day- 
Lewis’ performance is fantastic, as always, but 
there’s something frenetic about the violence 
of it. It’s a kind of playful violence. That final 
line, the greatest final line of any film, is, ‘I’m 
finished.’ Like, ‘I’m finished with my food, ’m 
finished with this relationship, and also, I’m 
finished. I’m done. I’ve just murdered a man.’ 
The delivery is perfect.” 


Eli Sunday’s (Paul Dano) visit to Daniel Plainview 
(Daniel Day-Lewis) has not gone well. In the bowling 
alley of Plainview’s mansion, the latter reveals that 
the oil-rich land Sunday is proffering has been sold 
to him by Sunday's twin, Paul. Sunday starts to sob. 


Plainview: Stop crying, you snivelling ass! Stop 
your nonsense! You're just the afterbirth, Eli. 
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Sunday: No. 
Plainview: That slithered out on your mother’s filth. 
Sunday: No. 


Plainview: They should have put you in a glass 
jar on the mantelpiece. Where were you when 
Paul was suckling at his mother’s teat? Where 
were you? Who was nursing you, poor Eli? One 
of Bandy’s sows? That land has been had. 
Nothing you can do about it. It’s gone. It’s had. 


Sunday: If you would just take this lease, Daniel... 


Plainview: You lose. (Suddenly yelling) 
DRRRRRAAAAAINAGE! Drainage, Eli, you boy. 
Drained dry. I’m so sorry. (He taps Sunday on the 
shoulder) lf you have a milkshake, and | have 

a milkshake, and | have a straw. There it is, that’s 
the straw, you see? 


Plainview holds up his finger to denote a straw, 
and walks back into the middle of the room. 


Plainview: Watch it... Now my straw reaches 
across the room. (He whirls his finger about, 
walking back to Sunday) And starts to drink your 
milkshake. I... drink... your... milkshake! (He 
makes a sucking sound) | drink it up! 


Sunday: Don’t bully me, Daniel! 


Plainview grabs Sunday and hurls him to the floor. 
As Sunday staggers up, Plainview approaches. 


Plainview: Did you think your song and dance 
and your superstition would help you, Eli? | am 
the Third Revelation! (Plainview grabs a bowling 
ball) | am who the Lord has chosen! 


He throws the ball at Sunday, whose shin is clipped. 
Sunday stumbles, screaming Plainview’s name. 


Plainview: Because I’m smarter than you! (He 
throws another ball, this time harmlessly) \'m older! 


Sunday: |’m your old friend, Daniel! Help me! 
Help me! 


Plainview: (Throwing another ball) |’m not a false 
prophet, you snivelling boy! | am the Third 
Revelation! | am the Third Revelation! (He strides 
towards Sunday, who is trying to escape) | told 
you | would eat you! 

Sunday: We’re family! 

Plainview: | told you | would eat you up! 


Sunday: We’re brothers! We’re brothers! We're bro- 


Plainview picks up a bowling pin and hurls it at 
Sunday. It misses. He throws another. It, too, misses. 


Sunday: Daniel, please forgive me, | beg you. 


Sunday stumbles and tries to crawl away on all 
fours. Plainview runs towards him. 


Plainview: That’s it. That’s it. 

Plainview brings a bowling pin down on Sundays 
head. Sunday immediately sprawls on his front, 
unconscious. Maybe dead. Plainview stops. Stares 
at Sunday, panting heavily. Then strikes his head 
twice. Setting down the pin, he collapses to the 
ground, as blood pools around Sunday’s head. 
Plainview’s servant (Phil Shelly) descends the stairs. 
Servant: Mr Daniel? 


Plainview: (Looking round, panting) |’m finished. 


Johannes Brahms’ Violin Concerto in D Major Op. 
77:3 plays on the soundtrack. Cut to black. 
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